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For the Lamb. 


1 Show, Interrupted 


WHEN I SCREAM AT CROWDS, they cheer. Couldn’t ask for a better 
job. 

Pink clouds race over our heads like they’re trying to get away from the 
place, but I can’t think why they’d want to be anywhere else. The rest of 
Magikrash bobs and sways behind me, slashing picks across their guitars 
and slamming hot wood into the drums. The stage drones and groans under 
us and the roof of the building below it shakes to the beat. 

I hit the end of the verse and bang my head to the breakdown. Long 
white ears flop down over my eyes and back into the air. Barley’s really in 
the zone today, slapping his bass with those big meaty paws and stomping 
bear feet. 

I raise my fist and two hundred join it in unison. The crowd wails the 
last chorus out with me and we pound the song home with a series of 
toneless chords that devolve into noise. 

Then it’s done. I fall back on my heels, spin and beam at my mates. 
Zealot tosses his drumsticks to the crowd and stands, turning his shell to 
face them. I can tell Nuts wants to smash her guitar into the stage, but she 
holds back, knowing we ain’t got the budget for that. 

Arms out, I turn back to the audience and pick someone to wink at, a 
young bunny-boy near the front. He laughs and cheers. 

“Thank you!” I cry, and the lights go down. 

Magikrash has left the stage. 

The pack howls and cries for more, but that last bit was our encore. I’m 
not tired - I can go for days - but the magic has to stop some time and those 
animals never get enough. 

“Saqi,” rumbles Barley, “nice show!” 

I give him the finger guns. “You too, big boy. Tearin’ it up.” 

He laughs. 

I slap Zealot’s shell and Nuts grins at me, huge teeth flashing, fuzzy tail 
swishing behind her head. 

“So where’s the after party?” Nuts asks. “Sun ain’t even down!” 

“Actually, Garbage Land’s playing in an hour, across town,” I say. 
Probably my favorite band, besides us. 

Nuts screws up her face. “Don’t like them.” 


“T do,” says Barley. 

“Drummer jams,” says Zealot. 

“Three to one, Nuts,” I say. “You’re comin’.” 

She huffs but I know she’|l have a good time. 

It takes us a while to load up the van and pile in. 

The Krashmobile is a big black beast of a thing that takes up most of 
two lanes on the street and never learned to fly. Except when you hit the 
jump jacks, but that’s really more of a hop. 

You could probably call it a van - it’s shaped like one - but Zealot 
modified it off a cargo truck. Put guns on it. The turrets are mounted on the 
roof, always hot in case there’s an Incursion. 

There’s a big, sweeping ‘MK’ painted on both sides in white and red 
and a bright-eyed mural of the Lamb on the roof and both sides. Seven 
horns, seven eyes, splatted with stylized blood from a wound out of frame. 

Zealot tries to grab the driver’s seat, but I edge him out and he slinks 
around to the side door in disappointment. 

“Sorry, Zel,” I say. “My night.” It’s his ride but we take always turns at 
the helm. 

His only answer is to start banging on the back of Barley’s seat with his 
sticks. I swear that boy never stops tapping. 

I’ve got a leather vest on over my shirt, which features the same 
depiction of the Lamb as the Krashmobile, and I pull the van’s key out of an 
inside pocket, start the beast up, and grin when it roars. 

I pull us into the road and start off toward the show. 

“T thought that was a good crowd,” says Barley, voice deep and calm. 
“We really connected, you know?” 

“Felt it,” I say. 

There’s a lot of good folk in Life City. Have been ever since the 
Founding. Not that everyone’s good. A bunch are somewhere in between. 
So even though we’ve got peace - apart from the Incursions - it’s not like 
everyone agrees on everything. A few don’t even like the Lamb. 

But when a show’s good, when the crowd really gets us, when we get 
them, it’s like magic. Our wills and feels lined up like the Krashmobile’s 
grille over the road’s center stripe. 

“Music!” Nuts calls out. 

Barley’s in front with me so he’s the radio pilot. He roots around in our 
collections of diskies and I catch a glimpse of the Groobers’ album. 


“That one!” I yelp. 

He grins and pops the disky in. 

Moments later we’re jamming to monkey-metal and echoing the 
primates’ chirps and calls as if we know what we’re singing. The 
Krashmobile rockets down the street and we catch only green lights until 
the end of the song. Perfect run. 

We stop at an intersection and I tap my foot on the gas while we wait on 
traffic to pass. Then I feel the buzz. It’s like a tingle in my long white ears, 
sneaking in before I even truly hear it. 

“Guys...” I say, “incoming.” 

Barley opens the weapons case on the van’s wall, ready to distribute 
when the time comes. Our instruments are heavy. The band’s sound is 
heavier. The guns are heaviest of all - whoever’s coming down this time is 
going to regret it. 

I scan the street, open the window as we take off when the light turns 
green. Can still feel it, but can’t tell where the invader’s gonna land. 

The buzz goes audible. The others notice, even Zealot. Barley turns 
down the radio but the windows keep shaking. Then I see it. 

Two blocks up on the left. A black pyramid as big as the whole block 
descends from the darkening sky. It’s glossy, slick. Seams run up the sloped 
sides. Bright yellow lights ring the underside and the air ripples with the 
force of its engines. 

People start rushing out of buildings all along the block as we pull up 
and park sloppily across the street. The pyramid collides with the tallest 
apartments first. Bricks crack, wood snaps, metal beams bend. The pyramid 
presses down on the buildings like a spatula on grilled cheese. Debris oozes 
outward and the pyramid settles on the ground, suddenly still and silent. 

We all spill onto the sidewalk but Barley. He passes out the weapons 
and everyone gets strapped. I’ve got a short, fat rifle that looks like a 
robotic battering ram. Great for cracking the egg. My shock spear hangs 
from a strap inside my vest, collapsed. A Juice canteen is strapped to my 
studded belt, full. 

Barley’s got the big gun. It’s a wide, round cylinder attached to a bulky 
black box filled with exotic contents. Barley’s gun talks to the turrets on the 
van for focus fire. Anything that comes out of the pyramid is gonna eat it, 
hard. 

Quick glance to make sure the others are set, then I call the charge. 


“Charge!” 

Barley opens fire on the pyramid’s nearest corner. Burning bolts of 
white plaz splash onto the wall and the strange black material goes red hot. 
Barley growls, a hollow and terrifying sound. 

Nuts and Zealot fall into formation with me and we dash for a spot to 
the right of Barley’s target. 

“Brace!” I call out. We’re in a loose fan, weapons aimed. Other animals 
have joined in the defense, attacking spots all along the base of the pyramid. 
It’s as it should be — all of us doing our part. 

The last of the structure’s integrity fails and molten metal drips to the 
ground as the wall gives way. Barley’s guns quiet, volley complete. 

Silence, then the rush of boots from inside. There’s a hallway past the 
already cooling remains of the outer wall. It’s lit with strobing red 
emergency lights. Still dark enough to see the column of shining, slitted 
eyes and the blinking yellow lights on their armor. 

A half dozen metal oblongs fly out of the breach and bounce in the 
street. 

“Flashbangs!” Nuts calls. We shield our eyes just in time. 

After detonation I look back toward the pyramid. There’s smoke in the 
way. | can barely see the figures moving about inside the clouds. 

They’re long and lithe, and they seem to flow like water. Short, pointy 
ears crown their heads. Mostly yellow eyes with vertical pupils shine even 
through the smoke. 

“Fire!” I order. 

We shoot into the smoke, a full volley, then another. Little pops and 
explosions, the clank of metal falling to the ground. The smoke begins to 
dissipate, and the hall beyond the hole looks empty. 

“Breach!” I yell. 

I take point, Nuts and Zealot on my flanks. Barley brings up the rear, 
watching our six with his huge cannon. 

We step over the remains of the catbots, most of them shredded beyond 
recognition. One half-destroyed face peers up at me, a wide yellow eye that 
looks almost organic. 

“They’re getting better,” I say. 

Not all the invaders are catbots. Some were actual cats. And not all cats 
are bad. We still haven’t figured out why the invaders think the drones need 


to look like real animals, but they keep on trying. And failing. Thinking 
about the day they might succeed makes me shudder. 

We still don’t even know where they come from. 

Hall ahead is empty. Breaching charges and plaz fire echo from distant 
corridors. 

“Watch for friendlies!” I call. 

Not that my band doesn’t know how to handle these situations. We’ve 
done it a thousand times. But just like performing an old song, you never, 
ever skip the cues, no matter how well you know it. 

Pyramid’s a standard design. We’ve breached the perimeter corridor, 
from which dozens of short halls lead inward to a maze that is the core’s 
first defense. It’s possible to dismantle these things from the outside in, but 
it takes a lot of time and there’s catbots pouncing the whole way. Over the 
years we’ve all learned to find the core, get to the higher levels, and take 
out the central Controller. Usually a meatcat. Once defenses are down the 
ants can do their work. 

We come to a branch and I corner, covering the red lit hall. All clear. I 
motion the others forward. At the next turn I hear footsteps and call halt. I 
peek around the commer and no one tries to shoot my face off. 

There’s a squad of doggos headed deeper in and they give me the signal 
of all allies. I cross two fingers and throw the signal back. We let the 
doggos through first and follow on their six just as a troupe of catbots 
clatters out of another side passage. We open fire from cover just before 
they do and all the catbots go down. Sparks and ripping metal. 

No good hits on us, though I do smell the singe of fur. I think they 
grazed my ear. Nothing a little Juice won’t clear up. 

The way to the core is a labyrinth of twisting halls lined with locked 
doors and dark side passages. Once a catbot brute lurches into the hall and 
Barley surges forward, laying into the brute with his club. I’m sure he’d 
love to use the canon in here, but my bear buddy’s never been that careless. 

We catch up to the doggos and another squad just outside the core. 
Second squad’s like us — mixed species. One of the doggos kneels at the 
core’s blast doors, working on a hack to get it open. 

I lead my squad around the central shaft’s perimeter, a circular hall 
where all the first-floor corridors converge. A trio of meatcats slinks out of 
one of the halls and their black-furred leader quickly gives me the cross 
fingers. Good kitties. 


It’s a typical number of teams that have shown up to take the pyramid 
out this time. I smile. We’ve never failed, but the more citizens that do their 
part when an incursion hits the better. 

Get in quick, take the invaders out with great prejudice, and get out so 
cleanup can commence. It's a good system, and there hasn’t been a 
successful incursion since before I was a twinkle in Mom’s eye. I hear the 
last time the invaders weren’t immediately rebuffed, we had an infestation 
of nasty drones and hatebeasts for almost half a year before the military 
drove them out. 

People died, stuff got broken. No one wants that to happen again. 

“Woof!” calls the doggo hacker. “We’re in!” 

We rush back around the curve of the core and all our packs take turns 
entering the shaft. The inside is a tall cylinder with gantries and stairways 
bolted to the walls. Surprisingly industrial for a structure with such a 
polished exterior. 

The naked beam of unknown energy that powers the pyramid blasts 
downward from some bright, incoherent point up high and into the conduits 
under the floor that route it to the pyramid’s various repulsors and other 
systems. Don’t touch it. 

This is the most dangerous part of infiltration. Catbots and turrets cover 
the whole shaft from above and start firing the moment we’re in view. 
Barley and Zealot hang back to cover the hall while me and Nuts rush 
forward. 

Everyone rains fire upward and bot parts rain back down. One of the 
doggos takes a hit in the shoulder and barks, baring teeth. He keeps his feet 
and aim though. Good boy. 

Sharp eyes and hot blood give us the edge against the catbots and when 
we’ ve whittled them down to two they retreat. Catbots almost never retreat. 

“Hold!” I call and everyone listens. 

Dust and smoke swirl in the sudden quiet and all we hear is the crackle 
of the beamcore. Two small oblongs arc into the open space of the shaft and 
fall toward us. 

The doggo leader barks something I don’t understand and one of his 
guys shoots the grenade in midair. Explosion blossoms and the beamcore 
sucks in the excess energy. The second grenade lands on one of the 
Stairways and blows. Hot, twisted metal flies outward and that portion of 
the structure buckles. 


Everyone dives away from it, some back into the hallway. 

Gantries are ripped from their mountings and an eight-foot section of 
the stairway crashes to the floor. 

The other animals see what needs to be done and rush to pick up the 
ruined section. I call out to Nuts. 

“Go!” 

We dash together for the stairs and bound up flights until we reach the 
gap. I take a deep breath. I can do it. 

If you looked, you’d see just a little bit of Juice drained from the flask 
on my belt when I run and make the leap. Liquid magic. I’ve got a great 
jump, but a little extra zazz is worth it. You can drink the stuff too, but 
everyone sane knows that’s too dangerous. 

Nuts might as well be a spider the way she sticks to the wall. No one 
likes the spider people though, so I’m glad she’s herself. With metal walls, 
pitted and scratched as they are, it’s the Juice that makes the difference. 

I land safely on the other side and Nuts scrambles off the wall a moment 
later. We bound down the gantry and up the next few flights of stairs. 
Below, the others are maneuvering the ruined platform up the stairs so they 
can bridge the gap and follow. 

We could wait for them, but I know from experience that outside the 
drones are beginning to swarm. Sometimes they kill. Other times they 
round up prisoners to ship off for nefarious purposes. Every moment this 
pyramid base is active is one moment too long. Once we reach the top, the 
end won’t be far off. 

The retreated catbots are waiting down a dark hall when Nuts and I 
reach the top. I lay down rapid shots to force them around the corner and 
Nuts leaps onto the ceiling with a chirp. She whips past their position and I 
cease fire to draw them out. Nuts drops to the floor behind them and lashes 
at one with the devastating tiger claws she wears on her paws. I’m on the 
last catbot before it can bring its rifle to bear on my guitarist friend, my 
shock spear drawn and extended mid dash. I ram the spear through its 
midsection and the rush of electric current makes the thing seize up. 

One gentle push from my large, bare foot, and the catbot falls back. 

Its weird eyes go dark. 

Back at the shaft, I hear the others catching up. We’re at an intersection 
so I listen closely in each direction. The control rooms aren’t in the same 
place every time, but there are only three choices. 


“Straight,” I say. 

Nuts shakes a small metal plate off the end of one claw and nods. Her 
wide, dark eyes say she’s really enjoying this. We fall in together and cover 
the way ahead. 

“All clear behind!” Zealot calls from down the hall. “Three more teams 
incoming!” 

At this point, we could finish the gig with just me and Nuts, but it never 
hurts to have more animals involved. Who knows, one day the invaders 
might surprise us. 

Zealot and Barley form up and we lead the march down the corridor. I 
hear boots and claws skittering down the side halls - other squads patrolling 
for good measure. 

We come to a bulky security door, black and shiny, with mechanical and 
magnetic locks. As much as I’d love to have Barley blast through with his 
giant cannon, there could be anything on the other side. Zealot’s time to 
shine. 

He’s there already, tapping into the lock with equipment he keeps in his 
tac-vest. The man’s good at this stuff - the fruits of a long obsession. He 
works, furrows his green brow, seems to listen to something. I see him 
tense, then he grins, and a moment later the lock chonks open and the door 
Slides away. 

Inside is a typical control room. No traps this time. Behind the console 
in the center of the circular room, in a nest of monitors and cables and lit in 
sickly blue, is not the usual cat commander, but a pig. 

We’ve got him more than covered, but he’s not armed anyway. We’ve 
blown through all the pyramid’s defenses as easily as ever, and all he’s got 
left is his life. His hands are up as high as he can get them. 

“Citizen’s arrest, pal,” I say. 

Piggy oinks. It’s like they can’t help it. “Fine. Take me in.” I try hard 
not to hate the squeal in his voice. Just like the cats, not all pigs are bad. 

I roll some side-eye in Nuts’s direction. She can’t squint very hard, but 
she tries and I know she’s suspicious too. 

“We got it, bunny-girl,” says the doggo leader. I let him pass and keep 
my gun on the piggy. Always nice to have dogs around. More trusty than 
wolves and really good at subduing arrestees. 

“Are the cells cushy?” the piggy asks. “How’s the food?” 

Doggo leader barks and the pig scowls but shuts his mouth. 


“Sweep,” I say. 

The team makes a quick but thorough search of the room to ensure there 
are no surprises. Never yet been one, but again, who knows. One day they 
might leave tactical nuke or a dirty bomb or something we haven’t even 
thought of yet. 

The room turns up clear this time and we turn to leave. 

The teams filter out of the pyramid the way we came and we cross the 
dusty street and lean against the Krashmobile. We all stare up at the 
structure. Smoke pours out of all the breaches but otherwise it’s intact. Not 
for long. 

“T don’t like it,” Nuts squeaks. “Since when do they send pigs?” 

“T remember when it was just bots,” Barley rumbles. “Then the cats.” 

“Invader prison’s full of ‘em,” says Zealot. Then he chuckles. “Heh. 
Piggy’s in for a surprise.” 

“No cushy cells,” I agree. “Just slop in the trough. And yeah, I don’t 
like it either, Nuts. Everything else was the same. Easy. Too easy but no 
complaints. And then there’s a pig at the controls? He should have been 
back at their base, wherever that is.” 

“Seemed a little too eager to surrender too,” says Nuts. 

“Trapped pig might be more compliant,” says Zealot. 

“Yeah, maybe we’re just used to cats,” says Barley. “They do anything 
that’s not sardonic?” 

“Order food,” I quip. “But no, it’s more than that, Bar. Something’s 
changed. We’d better keep our eyes peeled for the next incursion.” 

Everyone munches on that for a moment, and then we hear the clatter 
and chitter of the ants. They never take long to come around. 

Soon there are dozens of them marching around the perimeter of the 
pyramid. Hundreds. Some go in through the breaches, others climb the slick 
sides. These ants are the big kind. Big as me, at least. They don’t talk like 
we do, but that doesn’t mean they’re not smart like us. Doing their part, just 
like everyone else. 

Rips and bangs and clanking sounds echo out onto the street. The other 
squads have come out too and watch along with us. It’s not long before ants 
march back out with bot parts and metal plates and sections of copper 
conduit and a million other components. They head toward the ant-holes 
they emerged from and disappear with the reclaimed scrap even as more 
ants march out to join in the demolition. 


Minutes later, the pyramid’s lights go out. One of the ants has disabled 
its power source. Game over, invaders. 

The ants will take the scrap down down down to their hidden factories 
and some time later fresh material will come back up to the surface. Blocks 
of steel. Panes of glass. Everything we need to build and rebuild the City of 
Life. 

“Alright then, we going to a show?” Nuts asks. 

Zealot taps on the side of the van, a hollow sound. “I vote yes.” 

“I’m up,” says Barley. 

“Why not?” I say. 

Just because the night got interrupted doesn’t mean we can’t still have 
fun! 


2 Garbage Land 


GL’S MORE MODEST THAN they need to be. Sometimes I think they’re 
even better than Magikrash, but I try not to let that last long. 

They’re playing inside tonight, at a place called The Haymaker. The 
club’s logo is an arcing fist punching a bale of hay. A little on the nose but 
it gets a giggle whenever I see it. Points for artistry. 

You’re probably wondering why there’s a band called Garbage Land in 
a city like ours, a city of hope and vibrancy. Things like this — the darkness, 
the edgy images — help us remember what it was like before things were 
good, when we were more like the wild animals and less like... whatever we 
are now. 

Despite their name, they sing with hope just like I do. Sing about 
crashing through the bad and into the good, fighting the things that want to 
hurt us, pushing back against the darkness. Garbage Land is what we don’t 
want, and I love this band for being a living reminder of that. 

People know us here, not because we’re super famous or anything, but 
because we’re regulars. We catch fist bumps on the way in from the street 
as the roar of the crowd and the rumble of deafening music subsumes us. 

The front room’s full of game tables and the bar. I head to that. I have to 
yell over the loud music. 

“Juice,” I say. “Carrot. How ya doin’, Spike?” 

“Busy tonight, Sagi,” he says, turning to reach for a tall, frosty glass 
from the freezer. His spines jiggle slightly. “But feelin’ good. You in for 
GL?” 

“That’s it,’ I say as he pours that sweet orange liquid into the glass. 
“Just trying to wind down.” 

He notes the little patch of singed fur on one of my ears. 

“Incursion on the road?” he asks, forking over my drink. 

“Yeah. Quick work though,” I say, and down the juice. I thank the Lamb 
for simple pleasures. 

“It’s because you have a good team,” he observes, then moves down the 
bar to another patron. 

“Thanks, Spike!” I holler after him. He throws a little wave back in my 
direction. 


I spin in my barstool and scope for my friends. They really are a good 
group. Don’t know what I’d do without them, being honest. Can’t imagine 
being in any other band. 

Barley always goes straight for foozeball. He’s a master, and he’s 
winning right now against a moose. Nuts and Zealot aren’t in the game 
room. Probably already at the stage. Drink is always my first stop though, 
no matter how good the band playing. But now it’s drained, so I hop off the 
stool and head out, leave a tip behind for old Spike. 

Sweet crunchy thrashings assault my ears as I enter the courtyard 
outside the bar proper, where the stage is set up and the floor is flooded 
with excitable animals. It’s a high stage, way past my head but not so high I 
couldn’t jump. GL’s got a wall of cabinets and some of the best amps and 
guitars money can buy. I’m not jealous. Much. 

Even if I am, I enjoy the show as much as ever. The energy of all these 
people, whether dancing or bobbing or just sitting and nodding their heads 
to the beat. The stars smiling down on us like the music means as much to 
them. The magic of being in sync with all of it for a while, nothing else 
mattering. Tunnel vision on this moment of roughhewn vibrations blasting 
good news into the endless earth. 

These are moments you don’t forget. 

Garbage Land’s lead is a wiry gorilla named Beder. He whoops out the 
final lines of the last song and rocks away from the mic, leaving it teetering 
dangerously on its stand. To my relief, it doesn’t fall. Beder runs a hand 
through the blue shock of his hair and raises both hands up to us. 

“Thank you!” he growls. His band smashes into the song’s final chord 
and their noise cascades into the crowd’s cheers. I’m smirking pleasantly at 
a gig well played and he catches my eye and grins. He tilts his head and 
throws a thumb at the backstage. I nod. 

When I meet him back there he’s wiping sweat off his face with a towel. 
The whole band filters into the lounge to hydrate and chill. I join them. 

“Glad you made it, Sagi,” he says, plopping his long, heavy frame down 
into a couch that groans in protest. 

I hop onto the armrest on one end and perch. 

“We never miss you guys when we have a choice,” I say. 

“How was your show?” he asks. 

“Great,” I say. “Awesome crowd, kinda like this one.” 

“Haymaker never disappoints,” he says. 


Front stage, the next band eases into their intro and we both perk our 
ears to listen, out of habit. 

“Jazz?” I ask. 

“X-warp. They get heavy later,” he says. His doggo bassist hands him a 
drink, one I don’t think I’ve seen before. It’s in a rounded flask like what 
people use for Juice but the contents are yellow like pineapple. 

Beder pops the cork and takes a tiny sip. He shudders like it’s sour but 
his mouth doesn’t pucker. 

“What’s that?” I ask. 

His brow furrows. “Ain’t had Juice 2 yet?” 

I shake my head slowly. I’m not in the habit of drinking Juice straight - 
it’s dangerous. I didn’t think that Beder was either. 

“Want some?” he asks, offering me the flask. 

I try not to betray sudden suspicion. I like Beder. A lot. We’ve been 
friends and peers for a long time. But that innocuous, nearly golden flask 
stiffens my ears. 

“T’m good,” I say, “had my quota of carrot.” I smile and pat my belly 
under the intense image of the Lamb. 

Beder shrugs and takes another swig. 

“Pumps you up just the same,” says the bassist, Hugs. “But no one ever 
goes feral.” 

I want to ask where they got the stuff but I’ve already told them I don’t 
want any. Feels awkward. So I just nod as if I agree this is a good thing. 

Really, I’m puzzled. Who would have ever thought Juice needed to be 
altered? Use it the way it’s intended and you’re good to go. 

I can already tell this isn’t something that’s going to leave me alone. I’m 
gonna have to follow up. 

But we shoot the breeze for a while and it’s almost like normal. I’ve 
always thought if Beder was a rabbit he’d be someone I could settle down 
with. Level-headed and thoughtful. Gorgeous singer and handsome, for an 
ape. To think, in the way old days we’d never have done more than cross 
paths, if that. But civilization had brought me a friend. 

A friend I’m now more than a little worried about. 

As it goes, everyone starts milling around the room when we all 
subconsciously sense it’s time to be moving on. Truly Beder isn’t acting any 
differently from normal, so maybe he’s right about Juice 2. Still, I’m not 
about to try it. 


We say our goodbyes and after a friendly hug I swim through the crowd 
at the stage to find my people. 

Beder was right about the next band - it’s still jazzy but every lick has a 
ton of weight behind it. Can’t help but get some new ideas for Magikrash 
songs as I process it. Not gonna change up our whole style or anything, but 
you’d be amazed what influences you can sneak into a song or a lick and 
stay true. 

Barley notices I’m a little off and asks me about it, but I say I’1I tell him 
later. The show’s fun, but that Juice 2 business has really got me shaken. 
Something tells me I’m not getting good sleep tonight. 


3 Juice 2 


ZEALOT DRIVES TOWARD home and drops us off one by one. 

I make good on my promise to Barley and tell him about Juice 2. 

“I’m sure it’s just a gimmick,” the big bear says. “You know how it goes 
— someone says they have some great new product and everyone gets 
excited. They say it’s the best thing ever, even if it’s just the novelty that’s 
impressed them.” 

“Beder seemed pretty sure about it. He was way into the stuff,” I say. 

“Look, I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, let you know if I catch any 
rumors. But I’m sure it’s nothing. You need to get some rest - it was a long 
day!” Barley says. He’s not wrong. “Things will look better in the 
morning.” 

“Yeah,” I say, but I still don’t think so. 

Zel drops me off last and we part with a fist bump. 

“Sick beats today, Zel,” I say. 

“Thanks, Saqi,” he says. “I love it when you wail.” 

Then the Krashmobile’s on its way and I’m left staring up at my 
apartment building. 

I take a few steps toward the main doors, then stop. I turn and gaze at 
the night sky. If something’s wrong in Life City, I’ve got to know. 

When the cats and pigs drop down in their steel fortresses, we don’t 
hesitate. Everyone comes together for the attack. We all know in our blood 
and bones that the slightest foothold of the enemy is the beginning of the 
end. 

It’s what the Lamb said before he left, isn’t it? 

If the bad cat blinds your eye, makes me a blur to you, you gotta see him 
out. It’s better to risk a little comfort, a little pain, than watch Life City get 
wrecked. 

So why isn’t anyone looking into this Juice 2 thing? You don’t just let 
any old concoction take the place of the City’s lifeblood. 

Yeah, I can’t sleep. I’ve got to get to the bottom of this. 

I turn aside, head for the garage. It’s a nice night for a bike ride anyway. 

My ‘cycle is a slick little thing with a fat black rear tire and a low seat. 
It’s only got one small sentry turret, mounted behind the pilot seat, but 
that’s enough for a quick patroller. 


I hop on and start up the engine. She roars to life like a lion and I can’t 
help but grin. Probably just woke up a neighbor or two, but they’Il live. 

I peal out of the garage and hit the streets, not sure just yet where I’m 
headed. It’s not like someone’s gonna be out on the sidewalk waving around 
clues about Juice 2. I’m gonna have to dig a little. Have to head somewhere 
mals tend to get into trouble. That’s bound to be the heart of the problem. 

Not everyone’s a good little lambling, and the city was always bound to 
have a block or two where the mals gather who aren’t quite sure they agree 
with us. Can’t force ‘em. Can’t point the cameras at them or send all the 
cops their way. People gotta choose for themselves. It’s not that everything 
bad in the city happens there - all of us are messed up sometimes - but for 
something like this, it’s the best place to start. 

Triggertown. 

We played a show there once, had just as good a crowd as anywhere 
else. Still, it’s been a while and the edge of the neighborhood looks a little 
different. New pizza shop, old rock club shut down, new highrise for some 
corp I never heard of. New highrise? I narrow my eyes at it but by senses 
aren’t tingling. 

Once I’m well into the hood I slow down and try to take everything in. 
Whispers from the alleys, music from the bars. Hum of electricity, clank 
and throb of the subway. Someone hollers at someone else. Sounds like a 
bird-lady. Anger? No, it’s a friendly yell. 

I head down a dark street - bulbs in the streetlamps that need to be 
replaced. Quieter here, don’t see anyone lollygagging though. I keep on. 
Weave through Triggertown and see more of the same. I’m about to give up 
and leave when I smell something. 

It’s not Juice 2, but it is bad. 

I hang the next left, holding myself back so I don’t squeal the tires and 
scare the quarry off. The tang in my nostrils gets stronger and I wrinkle my 
nose and spit. Tastes electric. Someone’s selling thundarock. I park up and 
dismount my steed, pad down the sidewalk toward the smell as quiet as I 
can. Head for the corner and pause. 

“Nice, nice batch my man,” says a voice. Husky, feline. Makes me 
suspicious. Ain’t met many good tomcats. “Just eh, don’t use it in the water 
yeah?” The tomcat laughs with the hint of a yowl. 

“Aw, that all you got?” says another voice. Reptilian I think. They 
always got those weird S’s. 


“You like it, you come back tomorrow, alright?” says the tomcat. The 
rep grunts but I hear him step away. Heavy boots clicking downstreet. 

I listen for the tomcat to move but he lingers. Lighter clicks and smoke 
wafts my way. I try not to sniff but it turns out to just be tobacco. Still don’t 
like it though. I figure I’ll wait a few minutes so the timing won’t be so 
suspicious, but the cat speaks up. 

“T can smell ya, bunny. Don’t be shy, come on around.” 

I huff out a breath but round the corner and approach the tomcat. He’s 
bigger than I expected, grey fur with blue streaks across his face. Rings in 
ears and nose. Denim threads but no shoes. I can see his foot claws out. 

“Don’t get many bitties out this way,” says the tomcat. Chuckles at the 
slur. “’Specially with a shirt like that. What you want?” 

“T...” I hesitate and want to smack myself. I’m supposed to be cooler 
than this. Can’t look like prey, not right now. “I heard you give the rep 
thunda.” 

“Sorry little girl,” purrs the cat. He takes a drag off his smoke. “Old 
scales bought the lot. What else you like?” 

“T’m looking for something better anyway,” I say. Just saying it makes 
me feel wrong, even though I’m not technically lying. “Caught wind about 
the yellow stuff.” 

Tomcat raises an eyebrow at me. It’s not surprise but curiosity. I know 
what he’s about to say. 

“Yellow stuff? Ain’t got nothin’ yellow, bunny,” he says. “If it ain’t 
clear it’s green.” 

I sigh in annoyance, then regather my wits. Might as well go direct then. 

“Juice 2. Friend gave me a taste and I want more.” 

The tomcat’s lips curl up slightly, then break into a grin. I see his 
needle-sharp teeth. He laughs. 

“You joking? You’ve got to be joking,” he snickers. “Bitty, you want 
Juice 2 you ain’t gotta get it from me.” 

“What?” 

“Tt’s free, baby. Maybe I shoulda’ sold you mine though, now I think of 
it.” 

The tomcat sweeps back one corner of his denim jacket and I tense, but 
it’s just his flask there, half-full of the golden liquid. He takes it out and 
treats himself to a swig. He doesn’t offer me any. I watch his pupils grow, 
then shrink. 


“You oughta get out of the house more,” he says. 

“So where...” 

“Pyramid Prime,” he says. I screw up my face in confusion. “You’ll 
figure it out when you get there, but don’t bother going till dawn.” 

“But how...” 

“Get outta here, bitt,’ he says. “You ain’t buying from me, I ain’t 
talking to you.” 

He’s bigger than me, clawed and toothed, but half my life’s fighting and 
the rudeness rubs me wrong. 

Gentle as lambs, I tell myself. Cunning as snakes. Smashing some 
tomcat’s face helps nothing. 

“Yeah, well thanks,” I say as disgustedly as possible. Spin on my heel 
and round the corner for my bike. 

Pyramid Prime? It’s dead, a monument to our endless battle against the 
beasts that fall from above to crash our party. It’s the kind of thing you 
cruise by and remember every now and then, like a little pilgrimage, but 
that’s it. 

The tomcat had no reason to lie to me about that though. He acted like it 
wasn’t any big secret, like I was stupid for not knowing about it. Guess I’m 
cruising a little further tonight. 

My destination’s in Old City Park, where people loaf and gather during 
good weather, and where the All Year’s Festival takes place. If you looked 
at a map of Life City you’d see it’s mostly symmetrical, and the Park sits in 
the east where Skull Mountain sits in the west. 

No one alive remembers that day when the Pyramid Prime touched 
down, but we have the stories. Good to know your history. 

I can see it now, tall, stony, with a golden sheen even under the city’s 
night lights. Tomcat said not to bother until dawn. I wonder why. 

When I get there, I cruise the perimeter. Night guard’s out patrolling the 
grounds, not that they ever see much action. It’s just a symbolic thing. For 
the life of me I can’t see anything off about the place. It looks old but 
maintained, just another monument to our past. I imagine the ghosts of the 
first invaders leaping down the steps of the pyramid and fanning out into 
the city to kill, maim, possess. Does this old relic have something to do with 
Juice 2? Or is this just where the deals happen? 

A patrolling guard looks my way but thinks nothing of me. I scope out a 
tall building across the street and park up. I could go home, come back at 


dawn like the tomcat said, but why bother? I’m gonna camp out here. 

I walk the path till I find an alley, slip in and look up. Fire escape, 
ladder up. I can make that. Squat, explode. I soar and land on dirty steel 
with a clang. Head up the stairs to the roof. 

I’ve always liked places like this, where no one ever goes, you’re not 
disallowed from being there, but it still seems odd enough to warn you 
away. Sometimes you get squatters in these spots, but I don’t see any signs 
of life, not even pigeons. 

I head to the edge of the roof and scan. Good view of Old City Park. It’s 
not gonna be a comfy sleep with my back to the short wall, but it’ ll work. 

The heat of dawn wakes me before the sounds of traffic. When my 
stupor passes and I realize why I’m here I shoot to my feet. I was wedged 
right up in the corner of the wall and so the first thing I see over the top is 
the Park. 

There’s a crowd, a line. Guards are there but just standing still. I’m not 
sure what I expected, but this throws me. Thought I’d need to be sneaky. 
These mals are here to get Juice 2 - what else could it be? But it’s 
happening in broad daylight like everything’s just normal. Why wasn’t this 
on the news? Why no rumors until I talked to Beder? 

Better head down and figure out what’s what. 

I approach the other side of the street like it’s on fire. People seem 
happy, like they’re in line for a new breakfast taco. Couple of them have 
their flasks out or otherwise visible and what do I see but yellow Juice. Very 
few are carrying the crimson stuff. I feel weird about it but get in line with 
the rest. I’ve got to find out what this is about. 

All the animals are nice as pie, jovial and friendly. I end up between a 
camel man and a pig lady. The latter compliments my ears. 

Once I’m about fifty people down the line I can start to see the action up 
ahead. Person at the front of the line is called up by a monkee girl who sits 
on the lip of a fountain. Nothing special about it, just one of many built 
when they turned the site into a park. Person hands over their flask, monkee 
girl dips it in and the contents come out yellow. Too simple. I’m more 
suspicious then, not less. 

The mal in question make a sign with their fingers, the monkee girl 
hands the flask over, the mal drinks, and the next customer is summoned. 

What’s that sign they’re making? I can’t resolve it. 


I find my foot tapping, slapping the pavement. I may not have the 
patience for this line. It’s not like I’m actually waiting to get some of this 
stuff. I just want to know where it came from, which I now do, and why, 
which I don’t. 

My nose twitches and I step out of line. 

“Change your mind, honey?” asks the pig lady. Something about it is 
almost scolding. 

I mean to answer but don’t and move away before I realize it. I stride up 
the line. 

“Hey,” someone says, a tigerman. “No cutting, wabby.” He chuckles, 
not really accusing me, just joking. Wabby’s supposed to be an endearing 
term for my species but I still don’t like it. I ignore. 

I get to the front of the line just as the next person’s stepping up. I bar 
their path with one arm and gesture at the fountain with the other. Six tiers - 
tall - and flowing with Juice 2. Monkee girl’s looking at me like I robbed a 
bank. The dogman I stopped sniffs and pants, confused. 

“How’s it refill?” I ask the monkee. 

“What?” 

“How, fill, fountain?” I point. 

“Oh,” she says, turning her head. Dark bangs fall over her eyes and she 
brushes the hair away. “It just flows in the morning. Don’t think anyone 
knows why, but it’s free.” She turns back to me with a smile. “And it’s 
great! You just have to make the sign.” She makes it. 

“Why?” 

She shrugs. “You just do.” 

“How do we know to make the sign?” 

“Some old mal showed me,” says the monkee. Her tone says she’s 
getting weary of me. I’ll have to press her efficiently. 

“Can you describe?” I ask as nicely as possible. “I’m so sorry to hold 
you up, it’s just I was sent to find out more about the stuff.” 

Now she’s got narrowed eyes, but it looks like she’ Il answer. 

“Chimera, I’d say,” she looks up to think. “huh, it’s funny, his face 
didn’t really stick.” 

“Chimera of what?” 

“Tiger and... Look, I’m sorry miss but we’re holding up the line. I’m 
happy to give you some but you’re gonna have to get back in line.” 


“Sure, sure,” I say, trying to stall and placate. “Iwo more things and 
Pll... get back in line.” 

She rolls her eyes. 

“You have to come back to refill?” 

“Oh, no,” she shakes her head. “Only if you drink too much. It still 
refills on its own, just like Juice 1. Now if you don’t mind—“ 

“Thank you miss...?” 

I say it like a question, hoping she’Il give me her name. 

“Reece,” she says before realizing she might have wanted to keep that 
to herself. She pouts slightly and waves the next mal up again. I slide out of 
the way and gaze up at the Pyramid Prime. 

A replacement for your Juice, does everything Juice does, but 
supposedly better. 

We live in a good city, a nice city, a place of hope. There isn’t much 
room for cynicism or skepticism or any of those isms, but that’s what I’m 
feeling now. It isn’t a perfect world and I know nothing’s free but Lamb’s 
love. There’s got to be a catch with this stuff. 

He left us His Juice to take care of us. Give us power for the little things 
and the big things. We pass it on, from gen to gen, with no indication it’d 
ever change until He came back. Now, this new stuff... 

I turn and catch a bunch of mals watching me. There’s a definite sense 
of decreased goodwill. I got between these people and their Juice 2. And 
though Reece had given me some info, I could tell she didn’t exactly want 
this news spread by someone ‘sent to find out more’. Where’d this weird 
vibe come from? 

I avert my gaze from the mals watching me and head out of the Park a 
different way than I came, circle around to collect my bike. The place is 
giving me heebie jeebies now and I’m anxious to get away. 

Juice 2, the Pyramid. Has to be connected, but why now, after all this 
time? And you don’t see many Chimeras around. Most of the ones I’ve ever 
heard about were bad news. I’d be on my guard if I met one. Why weren’t 
all those others? 

I hate questions. Well, not all questions. I like the one about what’s good 
in the world, what’s worth singing about. I hate the ones about what’s 
wrong. Nothing to do but figure it out. Maybe my friends can help. 

I rev up the bike and head back across town, nursing the sudden black 
mood. 


4 Mesmerized 


BACK HOME, I WASH AND eat, try to catch a quick nap to stay sharp but 
can’t sleep. I call up Barley and he says he’s dropping by in a bit. I like it 
when my friends drop in, especially when I already need them. 

I’ve got some grub ready for him when he comes, slab of wild meat and 
sauteed carrots, my specialty. If he didn’t love me I might think this is why 
he comes around so much. 

“So it was real, huh?” he says. “Sorry I said don’t worry.” 

“No big deal,” I say. “But you agree right? Anything that’s got to do 
with Pyramid Prime’s got to be bad, right?” 

“T’d say so,” he says. “But if it’s not having any negative effects...” he 
interrupts himself to take a bite and chew, “... maybe it’s nothing, or at least 
not what it seems.” 

“Yeah,” I say, but I can feel in my gut it’s wrong. “I almost wanted to 
get some, just to find out more, but I can’t make that sign. I can’t ruin my 
flask.” 

“We’ll keep our eyes open,” Barley says. “Tell the others, too.” He 
finishes his steak before his thoughts. “Watch people, see if this runs its 
course or if more clues appear.” 

I agree to that and try to go about my day. 

Practice time in the afternoon. 

Training night at Zealot’s dad’s dojo. 

Dinner at Nuts’s place. 

Come home and try to relax but just end up wanting to patrol. 

Patrol for what, I ask myself. 

This isn’t a drug, not a normal one at least. It’s licit, and it’s gaining 
ground, and I’m the only one that seems to care. 

I'd tried to watch some TV but now I turn it off and go to the 
apartment’s balcony, look out on the city and pray the Lamb’s help. 

Rest of the week goes pretty much like that. Friends try to cheer me up, 
but everywhere I look more people have yellow flasks. Nobody talks about 
it much, still no news stories. It’s just happening. 

I wish I could stop it. 

Meantime, we play two shows and kill it. I keep fearing my distractions 
will mess me up, but everyone says I’m great. I try to act normal. 


Go to a couple other shows to support bands we’re friends with. 

Just a normal week for Magikrash in Life City. 

Then Nuts misses practice. 

She’s not home when we call or when we cruise by in Zealot’s van. 

“Probably had something come up and forgot to call,” says Barley. His 
optimism’s starting to wear on me. Nuts might be flighty sometimes, but 
she never forgets. 

We practice as well as we can without guitar and wrap up the day. I 
head home for the night, where I can’t think about anything but Nuts and 
Juice 2. Try to call her again, but nothing. Call everyone who might know - 
nothing. 

I sleep badly that night and wake up early just because I can’t stand it 
anymore. Rev up the bike again and hit the streets. They’re quiet. Should be 
more people on their way to work or whatever, even at this hour. The mals I 
do see look different. Part of my brain says it’s just my suspicion, but I 
can’t ditch the feeling any more than all the other thoughts that have been 
nagging at me. 

Juice 2’s everywhere already, and it’s changing people. 

We wait a few days, still don’t hear from Nuts and file a report with the 
cops. The officer we talk to seems too calm. I figure sure, it’s his job, but 
he’s a squirrel and they’re never like this. His yellow flask sits on his desk, 
half full. Makes me worry about Nuts even more. 

He tells us the cops’|l do what they can. On a normal day, I might have 
believed it. 

“Where would she go?” I ask my cut-down band when we get back in 
the Krashmobile. I punch the seat and Zealot gives me a dirty look. “Sorry, 
Zel. Getting frustrated. I’d hunt her down if it wasn’t a needle and haystack 
kinda thing.” 

“Don’t think we can find her,” says Zealot. Barley’s nodding where he 
sits in the front passenger seat. “Gonna have to trust the cops.” 

It only gets worse after that. 

We need someone to cover for Nuts so we can play the week’s shows 
and still make dough, but no one wants to do it. Lots of, “Sorry Saqi, we’re 
too busy,” and “We’re down one too, Sadi, sorry.” 

So we cancel the shows and hope for the best. 

Morning after a missed show I take a walk to calm myself and notice 
there’s trash left out that hasn’t been picked up like normal. Even less 


morning traffic than the previous week. 

It’s impossible to deny now more than ever. Juice 2 is changing people, 
like it’s mesmerizing the whole city. 

I grumble and complain to the Lamb. I should be able to do something 
about this. 

When invaders drop, everyone nearby chips in and we take care of it 
like nothing. But what can we do about something no one thinks is a 
problem? What can I do to something I can’t shoot or hit? 

Speaking of, why hasn’t there been another incursion lately? It’s not 
unusual to have a few days of peace, but over a week? That’s too long. 

The day gets worse when Barley pops in before lunch time - I’m 
running some vocal practice that seems horribly pointless - and says he 
dropped by Zealot’s only to find that our drummer has also gone AWOL. 

“Saqi, this is weird,” he says. 

“That’s what I’ve been saying!” I snap. Big as he is, Barley recoils. He 
looks hurt. Sometimes I forget he’s really just a teddy. 

“Sorry,” I say. “This has been rough on me.” 

“T know,” he says, comforts me with a big fluffy paw. “It’s hard enough 
for you to sit still when everything’s okay, much less when things are... like 
this.” 

“Garbage,” I say. He nods sympathetically. “Well, it’s clear no one else 
is doing anything. Seems impossible, Bar, but it might just be up to us.” I 
have a thought. “You’re not thinking of going for that yellow stuff too, 
right?” 

“Saqi, no,” he shakes his head. “I couldn’t imagine. Trading what the 
Lamb gave us for something else? No matter what it promises to be, it can’t 
be worth it.” 

“More zealous than the turtle,” I say, sad smile. Then I feel guilty for 
assuming. 

“We’ll find him,” Barley says. “Them. We’ll figure this out, figure out 
why the whole city’s mesmerized by this stuff.” 

“Find a way to Set things right,” I say, though I can’t imagine how. 


5 Mr. Sakred 


I ASK AROUND ABOUT a Chimera who’s half tiger, but no one’s got a 
lead, or they’re just not talking. There’s this weird quiet around Juice 2 I 
don’t understand. Obviously, people are spreading the news - Beder told 
me. But it’s nothing loud, nothing urgent, not even a news story. 

The most suspicious part of me thinks mals are agreeing somehow to 
keep the long march stealthy. 

Barley has the bright idea to stake out the fountain for a few mornings, 
but we don’t see our friends, even after staying till the crowds disperse and 
lunch approaches. 

There are more and more people converting and refilling and it just 
makes me sick. One night I scope out the place again after full dark, starting 
to think I might just take the fountain out the old-fashioned way - with 
explosives. Hey, no more fountain, no more Juice 2, right? 

But there are more guards than before, some patrolling, some keeping 
watch like gargoyles, still and stony. I’d have to hurt them to get away with 
it, and I just can’t get there. 

Barley agrees that’s the right call, but I know we’re both wondering 
where the line is. We sit on top of the Krashmobile outside a noodle shop, 
me eating joylessly. It’s odd enough Zealot disappeared. Weirder he left the 
van behind. 

“T mean, if you look at it, not much has really changed,” Barley says. 
“The city functions somehow, and from the news you wouldn’t know some 
people have friends and family missing. If the wrongness was more obvious 
it’d be easy to say - yeah, let’s go there and hit that thing, and everything 
will be all better.” 

“T hate sneaky stuff,” I say. “Incursions are big, loud. Obvious. 
Something I can hit to make it stop. This feels like getting the flu.” 

“Comes up from inside, yup,” Barley grumbles. “Before you know it 
you’re laid out with a fever.” 

“Or barfing,” I say. “We gotta find the meds, Bar. This can’t be the way 
things stay, no matter how almost normal it looks.” 

“No arguments here,” he says. 

So when we finish our grub we patrol fruitlessly, again. 


It’s not a whole day later when the bells around Old City Park start 
chiming away like it’s Easter sunrise. Me and Barley are roaming with 
nothing better to do, and just barely in range to hear the bells. I pull a 
reckless u-turn at the stoplight and rocket back toward the Park. 

Others have heard the chimes and are making their way to the Park too. 
I see lots of yellow flasks, worn in plain sight or just in peoples’ hands, 
being sipped upon. 

I don’t spot a single flask of real Juice in the bunch. 

But I think back to what Barley had said on top of the van the day 
before. Energy’s low, mals moving slow, but they seem content, even 
happy. The sky’s still blue, people are cooking food, buying, selling, getting 
married. If our buds weren’t missing you might not even know there was a 
problem. 

Is this it? Is this the way things are now? 

I banish stupid questions when we hit the road that rings the Park and 
we look for a space. Barely catch a good one as they all start to fill up, and 
me and Barley disembark. 

People are congregating around Pyramid Prime and I look for a good 
vantage point. I scan for my friends and find nothing. There are squirrels, 
turtles - there’s everything out here today. It’s like a concert festival really. 
But I don’t see my band. 

We thread the crowd, searching. 

“T want to be close enough to hear,” I tell Barley, “but far enough to 
avoid trouble.” 

He frowns, super cute look on a bear. 

We find a hill that looks down on one of the many paths leading to the 
Pyramid and the fountains that surround it. I see now that more of the 
fountains are flowing yellow. They’re evil in my mind, but the grass on the 
lawns is still a healthy green and the flowers in the planters and little 
gardens are bright and beautiful. No char of wasteland, no rivers of lava, no 
clue to the truth of things. 

But something’s coming. I sense we’ll know a little more in mere 
moments. 

Indeed it’s not long before a figure steps out of a door on the highest 
step of the Pyramid Prime. He’s tall, lithe, almost beautiful in form, but 
there’s something off about his look that takes me a moment to figure. 

“Part tiger,” I say. 


“And part... pig?” Barley finishes. 

We look at each other, confused. Granted, I haven’t seen many 
Chimeras in my life - they’re rare - but this is just about the last 
combination I would have expected. 

Most of the weirdness is in his face. Gorgeous red and black striped fur, 
fluffy kitty ears. But the snout is just this side of porkish and the way it’s 
elongated, crooked teeth protruding, reminds me of a boar. He’s dressed in a 
very nice suit, looking like a preacher. Random patches of his visible fur 
look rough and dark, unstriped. Again like a boar. His hands are the 
upgraded paws of an uplift but his feet are hooves. 

When he speaks, he sounds like a tiger. 

“Hello, friends,” he greets, voice ringing off the very old stone of the 
Pyramid steps. “And special greetings to those of you who I have met at the 
fountain. I trust you all are enjoying my Juice?” 

The crowd cheers and my gut roils. Partly it’s because of what they’re 
cheering for, but I’m also sore that I haven’t gotten to sing in days. Honest 
cheers warm my racing heart. 

“To those of you I have not met, I offer my current name. I am Mr. 
Sakred.” 

Another short cheer. A bunch of dorks shout back, “Hi Mr. Sakred!” 

He grins, fangs gleaming, taking the attention in stride, like he’s used to 
it. His current name, he’d said. What does that mean? 

“T don’t’ like him,” Barley whispers to me. “Why do the others?” 

“T don’t know,” I say. It’s what I’ve been trying to figure out this whole 
time. 

“Our great movement has come so far, so fast,” Sakred says. 

Movement? What movement? 

“Thanks in large part to those of you who have spread the word, helped 
the animals around you to examine themselves, to learn how they each can 
be better, if they should so choose.” 

Better, I scoff. What’s better? Sakred answers as if he’s heard my 
thoughts. 

“The great gift of Juice has sustained Life City for an age, but that age 
is coming to a close. As wonderful as it is, as much as a little here and there 
can empower you to do good, to stand against destructive and terrible 
invaders from above, the old Juice has run its course.” 


The crowd murmurs, curious. I glance at Barley and his nostrils are 
flared. 

“Juice 1 is simply too limiting for the society we have become,” says 
Mr. Sakred. He sounds wistful, sad even, like he’s mourning what could 
have been. “So I created this new source of power for you. I, and no other.” 

The cheering ramps up again, scattered at first but gaining momentum. 

“Please, please,” Sakred says, holding up a paw, “do not praise me 
now.” 

Now. I catch that and file it away. 

“Only continue to serve the movement. Let my Juice ignite your fervor, 
and let us pervade the whole city. Yes, it’s true, and unfortunate, that there 
are some among you who still cling to old things. Even as I offer them 
something better, something new.” 

He gestures at the assembly, as if to suggest that infidels could be hiding 
in the midst. They are, I know. They’re me and Barley. I’m suddenly very 
self-conscious about my Juice flask, shining crimson under my jacket. That 
makes me mad. How dare they. 

“But there is only so much I can do,” Mr. Sakred spreads his hands as if 
helpless. “At least now,” he says. “Thus it falls to you, my friends, to 
convince those you love to come, drink from our fountains, and help us lead 
Life City into its golden age. Speak to one another, confer. Drink of the 
Juice and let it sustain you. If you are unsure how to convince those who 
need convincing, look inside your hearts and the answer will come. Soon, 
we will all be of one mind.” 

Sakred raises his hands as if to bless the congregation, takes a few steps 
back toward the Pyramid’s entrance. A fire lights in my heart. 

Is this what predators feel on the hunt? 

I can be very fast. If Sakred speaks once more, I could make it to the 
bottom step of the Pyramid before he enters the dark doorway behind him. 
It would just take a little Juice, and I’ve got plenty. How quickly could I 
bound up the steps and catch him? 

Would I be able to do anything if I did? Assuming I could outfight him, 
would I be able to end him there? The crowd might not let me, might not 
even let me get that far. I wouldn’t have even had such a thought about my 
people before, but after seeing them cheer him, praise him, I know in my 
heart I can’t trust them. Not right now. 


I don’t think I could kill Sakred in cold blood. Impossible to know if he 
really deserves it, and that’s not how our system works anyway. Juice 2 is 
wrong, I know that. But it’s not a crime, not a direct threat. I can’t figure out 
how to handle it. 

“Thank you, thank you all!” Mr. Sakred hollers and waves, then backs 
into the portal and is gone. The last thing I see is the whites of his eyes, and 
deeply ingrained instincts convince my body he’s looking right at me. 

“Saqi,” Barley says. His paw is on my shoulder. “It’s alright. Hey, it’s 
Okay.” 

For a second I don’t know why he’s saying that, then I realize I’m 
trembling. I don’t know whether it’s anger or fear. Maybe both. I breathe in 
deep, draw in some Juice for strength, power, comfort. I put a hand over 
Barley’s and say, “I’m okay. Thanks, Bar.” 

He nods but still looks concerned. I sense no fear in him, nothing but 
good old, solid bearman. Teddy he might be, but my big buddy’s always 
been fearless. 

“He’s gone,” I say. “Let’s try to get out before the crowd chokes up the 
streets.” 

“Good idea,” Barley says. 

As we leave the hill, I keep surreptitious watch on everyone around us, 
waiting for someone to approach and try to shepherd us back to the 
fountains. Feels like a thousand eyes on me, but no one tries anything. Not 
this time. 

The way I’m feeling, might be better for them they don’t. 


6 Fear Feral 


IVE BEEN GETTING MORE and more restless at my house, and now I 
don’t want to be alone, or to have my eyes off Barley. We agree to post up 
at his place. He drives the van and I bring my cycle. 

Barley’s place is as cozy as the bear himself, clean with fluffy furniture 
and nice smells. Still, I can’t sleep and end up out on his balcony that night, 
staring across the city in the direction of Pyramid Prime. I want to be on 
that roof across the street again, trying to figure out how to get in and end 
this madness. 

Madness. 

Am I the mad one? Was Barley’s first thought on all this the right one? 
That things aren’t as bad as they look? No, the bear saw it too. He said so. 
Still, when the whole world’s flowing opposite you, it’s hard not to wonder 
about yourself. 

Lamb’s the key though, isn’t he? He told us imposters would come. 
Told us things would look peachy but be rotten in the core. Told us his Juice 
is all we need. If someone offered something else, to resist it. Even if it 
seemed innocent, or good. How did everyone forget? 

So I try to pull myself off the doubt and picture the Park as if it’s in 
front of me. Scraping my brain barrel for ideas. 

Last I saw there were a dozen guards on each side of the perimeter, 
patrolling in twos. It’s a good bet there’ll be more now that Mr. Sakred 
revealed himself. Better bet there’s more guards inside the Pyramid, if that’s 
where the Chimera’s holding up. After his message, he might even have 
some of his followers stationed around the Park. 

Small team might be able to pierce the perimeter and make a break for 
the Pyramid, but there’re few worse ideas than breaching an enemy fortress 
without intel on what’s inside. 

Incursion pyraships are different - we’ve been hitting those for years, 
know all the specs that never change, know just how many catbots and 
turrets we’ll find inside, and where. 

That’s when I realize something has changed. Mr. Sakred - Juice 2 - it’s 
an incursion, isn’t it? Just not the kind we’re used to. 

That piggy we caught a few weeks back - first piggy at the controls I 
ever remember. He must have known the tactics were changing. What it 


mattered to him I still can’t say. We’ve captured plenty of captains over the 
years, but they never talk, so we don’t really know much about the enemy, 
all things told. 

Maybe it was a last-ditch effort to clutch a victory before Sakred 
Switched things up. Maybe a final chance to get some power of his own. As 
generous as that Chimera’s being with Juice 2, I don’t get the impression 
he’s going to share the spoils if Life City falls to him. 

And that thought’s the end of the trail for me. Now I’m sure of it - this 
is a new incursion. Fine then. If they’re changing tactics, so will we. 

Easy to say - I laugh into the night. We don’t have anything to offer the 
mals they didn’t already have. Don’t have numbers, at least not from the 
look of things. And... 

My train of thought wrecks into my skull as my ears perk up. I hear a 
ruckus stirring several blocks down. There’s a crowd massed at the street 
comer. All kinds of animals. Seems like they’re chanting something up at 
the building there. Can’t make out the words. 

I lean over the balcony railing and look up. Couple good jumps to make 
the roof. 

“Saqi,” comes Barley’s deep rasp, “what are you doing up? What’s that 
smell?” 

Civilized mals smell better than the ones still in the wild, but we’re not 
necessarily a picnic in large numbers. Figures the bear can smell ‘em better 
than I can. 

“Mob on the street,” I tell him, and point. He looks. “Can’t tell what 
they’re on about but I just know it isn’t good.” 

“At this hour, what could be?” he says and yawns. “Why you checking 
the weather?” 

“Heh. Just figuring out how to get up. I wanna get closer so I can hear 
what they’re saying.” 

“Don’t—” he starts, but I’m already up on the railing and ready. I leap 
to the next balcony, no problem. Pull up the strong iron bars and repeat the 
process. From the last balcony it’s easy to make the roof. I look back down 
at Barley’s place. His hairy head sticks out, looking up at me with bleary 
eyes. 

“There’s stairs right outside my apartment, Sagi,” he calls out. 

“Call it training,” I call back down. “Meet me up here!” 


I sprint the length of the roof and leap nice and easy to the next building 
over. It’s about ten feet lower but that’s not enough to faze me. Tuck and 
roll. 

I don’t want to get closer than I need to so after the third building down 
I stop to see if I can make out the mob’s chant. I have to leap twice more 
before I can. 

“Dip! Dip! Dip!” they say. I find it odd till I remember the fountains. 
They want someone in there to dip. Seems personal. 

I flatten my ears and peek over the lip of the roof’s wall. Mr. Sakred’s 
‘movement’ doesn’t look so peaceful now. They’re normal-looking mals - 
any one of them could have been in a Magikrash audience. Had been, for all 
I know. But now their teeth are bared, their voices hoarse and desperate. 
Things are taking a turn. 

I start to think it’s personal against the target too. Mob like this doesn’t 
just show up in some random neighborhood, right? No, someone in it 
knows a person who hasn’t given up the Juice yet and they figure that’s the 
best place to start pushing. 

What might be worse than the betrayal of a friend like that is: it’1l work 
on some people. 

As much as we say we’re all unique and different here in Life City, as 
much as we push that in our music and books and vids, I know some will 
give in the more the pressure’s applied. My stomach sinks. 

This is what we’re fighting. From what Sakred said, it’s not just me and 
Barley, but it sure feels that way. Even if there are others holding out, 
keeping true to the Lamb’s orders, what are we going to do against this? 

Just like I couldn’t kill or even hurt Sakred in cold blood, I can’t attack 
these mals without being attacked first. Their weapons are their words. We 
can shout back, but what are two against so many? 

“Hey, you!” a doggo barks from down below. 

Nuts. Forgot to keep my ears down. 

First rule as prey - assess before you flee. I peer down and say nothing. 

“Show us your flask!” the doggo growls. 

“Um, I left it at home!” I holler. 

“Rrirrwowlll,” he shoots back. I don’t know what that means but I’m 
assuming it’s not good. I can see the canine’s canines. The mob’s flowing in 
my direction. 

So weird how crowds move like a liquid. 


“Nobody leaves Juice 2 behind!” cries a heron-lady. 

Yeah, okay, it’s time to run. 

I duck first so they might just think I’m hiding, then squat sprint away 
from the edge and make a break for the gap between buildings. 

Voices call out after me - both words and animal noises. I hear paws and 
claws and boots pounding the sidewalk. I pray Barley will hear the ruckus 
and know what we need to do. 

Get out. 

Unfortunately he’s still running dull and I see him staring out over the 
balcony railing just before I leap onto the top of his building. 

“Van!” I squeal. I catch his slow blink before he’s out of my sight. 

Stairs, he’d said. There are stairs. Where? 

I see the exit then and charge the door. It’s locked. Step back, draw in 
the Juice, and plant my big old foot right into it. The metal jamb tears like... 
well not paper but maybe cheap metal, and the door flies open. 

I scramble down the stairs a half flight at a time and burst into Barley’s 
hallway. He’s just made it to the door, and yes, the van keys are in his paw. 

“Mob’s coming, Bar, we gotta fly,” I huff. “You got your gear?” 

“All still in the van. Ready to go,” he says. I nod, turn, and hurry down 
the hall. “What’d you do to them?” he asks, following. 

“Nothin’,” I say, “for real. They want us to drink Juice 2, Barley. And I 
don’t think they’re going to be taking no for an answer.” 

“You sure?” he asks. “I mean, I seriously doubt they can make me do 
it.” 

“Maybe, but they’re gonna try,” I insist. “I’m telling you, buddy, I saw 
teeth.” 

I glance back and see him frown. He knows what we all know. You 
don’t bare teeth in Life City. We’re beyond that now. 

We hit the bottom floor and I pause for a brief second to listen for the 
sounds of the crowd. They shouldn’t know this is where I stopped, but they 
will see us when we exit the garage. 

Nothing. No yelling or anything, but I know they’re still out there. 

“You in the Krashmobile,” I tell him, pushing him toward the big black 
beast. “I’m on my bike.” 

“We should stay together,” he says, opening the door to climb into the 
driver’s seat. I shake my head and grasp his arm. 


“They might have some runners in the bunch, Bar. With that yellow 
stuff in them, they’ ll be fast.” 

“All the more—* 

“No, Barley,” I say and squeeze. “I’m gonna draw them away, then 
catch up to you. Head toward Grazers. We’|l link up there, load the bike in 
the ‘mobile, and look for a place to hold up.” 

He’s thinking about scooping me up and tossing me in — I’m sure of it. 
Good friend. 

Then I hear hollering and pounding from outside. They’re not sure I’m 
in this building but they suspect. Someone’s gonna cave and answer the 
door, I know it. 

“Go!” I holler at my friend. “Stay safe!” 

With that I dash for my cycle and start it up. I wait for Barley to unpark, 
then follow close behind as we wind toward the parking garage’s exit. Head 
up the ramp to the opening. A turtleman walks past the exit and casually 
looks down the ramp. For a moment I think it’s Zealot but this guy’s taller 
and fatter, and browner. His eyes flash and he turns to call out to the mob. 

Nuts. I’d hoped he was just a normal pedestrian. 

“GAAAAASSS!” I scream at the van. 

I don’t know if Barley hears me but he floors it. The turtleman dives 
away and I shoot out of the garage, whip around the van and b-line for the 
mob. 

Most are pressed against the doors to Barley’s building, several of them 
chanting and pounding. Others heard the turtle’s call and had started 
moving toward the garage. 

“No Juice 2 for me, psychos!” I yell, singsong, and it feels good to use 
my voice again. 

This crowd doesn’t cheer though - they whoop and bark and yowl, 
insulted and challenged. My bike rockets past them before they can fill the 
street and I throw a glance back to jeer. My face falls instead. 

Barley was supposed to go the other way, but he’s followed me. Is he 
going to plow through the mob? 

He doesn’t. He swings wide onto the sidewalk, and the Krashmobile 
wrecks through ‘no parking’ signs and a paper stand before swerving back 
onto the road. Earning its namesake. 

But we’re not in the clear. Two doggos — retriever and shepherd — and a 
jaguarman all break into the chase. I wasn’t wrong, they are fast. The others 


follow but can’t keep up even with Juice 2 in their tums. 

I drop back to the side of the van and Barley rolls down his window. 
I’m risking getting too close to the pursuers, but plans need to change. 

“Make for the outer wall!” I screech up to him. He nods. “We’ve gotta 
lose them or we’|l have to fight!” 

“You sure?” he hollers back over the rushing wind. 

Poor sweet Barley, even questioning my judgment at a time like this. 

“Of course I’m sure!” I yell. “I’m prey!” 

Apex descendants just don’t get it sometimes. 

I pull ahead of Barley again and watch my mirrors. They’re all gaining 
on us, but that jag worries me most. If he’s feeling feral, I might have to... 

No, no sense worrying. The fight will work itself out if it comes to that. 

We hit a T intersection and hang a wild right. Rubber skids on asphalt. 
Nasty smell. The predators anticipate and cut the corner, closing in. I keep 
myself between them and Barley. They’!l want me more anyway. Can’t help 
It. 

It takes everything in me to control my flight, deeply buried instincts 
clutching at panic, threatening to wrest the helm from my sapient mind. 

Jag’s almost on me. Objects in mirror are closer than they appear. 

He roars and leaps, razor claws swiping at my fat rear tire. I jig to the 
right and hop the curb, put a line of concrete benches between us. He leaps 
the benches and gnashes gleaming fangs at me. Jog to the left and drop off 
the curb again. Barley’s watching me more than the road. I pray he won’t 
botch it. The shepherd decides it’s worth going after the van and pushes for 
more speed, muscled limbs rippling in the streetlight. Can’t let him get the 
bear. 

We screech down the street. Got to be waking people up. 

Shepherd grabs hold of the van’s rear bumper and tries to pull himself 
up. Barley must know he’s there. The bearman shakes the van’s tail, losing 
some speed but ruining the doggo’s grip. 

I whip my bike across the street, jag hot on my tail. Pull my shock spear 
out from under my jacket and let it extend. This thing’s meant for messing 
up a catbot’s circuitry, not batting doggos, but it’s what I’ve got. I swing the 
blunt end and connect. He yelps as pitifully as any dog, then gets angrier 
and snarls and barks as I shoot away. 

The maneuver cost me too much speed though, and the jag catches my 
rear tire with a claw. Rubber’s too thick for him to flat the tire, but he’s 


strong enough the contact wrenches the tail of the bike to the side, sending 
me into a spin. 

I almost, very nearly, barely right the bike, but conservation of angular 
momentum kills it for me and I lose my grip on the handlebars. Reflexes 
somehow plant my feet on the bike seat and I make a mighty leap for the 
van... and miss. 

Muscle and fur collides with me and I fall to the street wrapped in 
retriever limbs. I’m screaming something or other, the doggo’s snarling, but 
over all that I hear the van screech and its engine roar. 

I plant a foot in the first squishy bit of dog I can find and the retriever 
yelps, limps away to gather his wits and catch his breath. The jag’s on me 
immediately. This is not a fight I’m interested in, but the big black cat 
catches my jacket with its claws and reels me in when I try to flee. Holds 
me tight from behind. 

“All you had to do was drink,” it hisses into my ear. “Now I’m feeling 
hungry.” 

Well Beder was wrong about this, wasn’t he? The jaguarman is going 
feral. 

I slam an elbow into his teeth. They cut my skin but the cat yelps. He 
gnashes fangs at me even as I wrench my head away from his. I try to 
weasel out of his crushing grip but this guy is strong. I draw in more Juice 
and push off with my legs, swing a fist around and catch his skull. He’s not 
fazed, and he’s got good legs too. He kicks me in the stomach and I fall on 
my back, the wind knocked out of me. 

Jag stalks me then, grinning wickedly, enjoying it. When the retriever 
and shepherd both limp toward us, the jag roars at them and they back off a 
few steps. 

“Mine!” he growls. 

“Not really,” I rasp, still reaching for breath. Keep my eyes locked on 
his to distract him from - 

Barley barrels into the jaguarman, taking him straight to the ground. 
My heart’s frozen - one bite from this guy and Barley’s done for. I spot my 
shock spear. In that moment Barley does the smart thing and grasps the 
jag’s skull in both hands, slamming it into the street. Barks and snarls from 
the doggos, who wisely keep their distance, circling us. 

I roll for my spear, get it, and the retriever closes in, teeth flashing. I 
catch him in the jaw with the spear shaft and activate its shock. A whimper 


and a little wisp of smoke, the smell of burning fur, and the doggo’s lights 
go out. 

Jag fights hard through the daze of head trauma and manages to get 
claws into Barley’s side. His beautiful black fur goes slick with blood. I 
rush to the two of them just as the jag throws Barley off him. It’s a crazy 
thing to see, but the cat’s all muscle so I shouldn’t be surprised. 

I make it there before jag can switch his focus to me. Plant my speartip 
in his foot and shock him. He recoils in pain but doesn’t go down. Swipes at 
me so I have to fall back. He tries to lunge but the bear’s got his other foot 
in a vise grip. The jag twists to snap down at Barley and his teeth get 
dangerously close to my friend’s neck. 

I dash in again and stab the cat in the shoulder, shock him again, hold it 
for longer than I think I should. 

His muscles go slack and his eyes roll up, then he falls to the street in an 
oil-black heap. Looks like he’s breathing. Good. I want him to have a 
chance to come back from all this. 

Barley gets up, holding his wounded side. I know my white fur’s marred 
with blood too but there’s no time to look. 

The shepherd lurks at a distance, watching us now in fear and maybe 
guilt. I point the spear at him. 

“Down, boy,” I say. “Don’t make me stick you.” 

He sniffs, but I catch the hint of a whimper and he runs back down the 
street. 

Off that way I see the rest of the mob rushing up to catch us. 

“We’ve got to get moving,” I hiss. “I’ll drive. Power up the turrets.” 

We run for the van - Barley’s a little slow - hop in and peal off. 

“We can’t shoot at them, Saqi,” the bear says. 

“No, but we can make them think we will.” 

He nods slowly, then grunts and shuffles out of the passenger seat and 
into the back. Behind the driver’s seat there are controls for the turrets and I 
hear their whine as he powers the guns up. 

“Just warn them off,” I say. “Just till we get to the edge of town.” 

“We’re leaving?” Barely asks. 

“T don’t see any other choice,” I say. 

I don’t look back when I hear the guns fire. Don’t check my mirrors. If 
something goes wrong, if he hits someone he didn’t mean to, I don’t want to 
see it. 


After several volleys, the guns go quiet and Barley groans back into the 
front seat silently. 


7 Once Wild 


NOWHERE IN THE CITY is safe. 

Passing through the city gates is unthinkable - no one goes into the 
wilderness - but I’m thinking that’s our only choice right now. Especially 
when I start hearing the sirens. 

I’d wondered during our escape where the cops were in all this. Now I 
can only assume they’ve been called to stop us, not the mob. 

If I were a little more trusting of the situation, that might not be my first 
assumption, but hey, I almost got my head chomped off by a supposedly 
civilized jaguarman. I think I can be forgiven some paranoia. 

There’ll be wild animals out there. Civies gone feral too, but the ones 
inside the city, the ones taken over by Juice 2 - they scare me more. 

Barley’s uncomfortably quiet on the frantic drive, just staring out the 
passenger window. He holds his wounded side and I hope the Juice is 
healing him fast enough. 

I check my mirrors constantly, waiting to see cars or bikes pull in off the 
side streets in pursuit. For now, we seem to be keeping ahead of them. 
Maybe they never guessed my destination. Worse, maybe they found 
someone else to chase down. 

We turn onto the last straightaway and I can see the gate up ahead. It’s 
closed. 

“Bar,” I say, tap him in the side while keeping my eyes on the road and 
the gate. “Barley!” 

He startles and swivels his big head around toward me. 

“Gate’s shut buddy,” I point with my nose. “Gonna need the big guns 
again.” 

He looks, thinks, knows now not to second guess me in these matters, 
and grunts back to the turret controls. 

“Wait until the final approach. Give it everything you’ve got,” I say. 

There may have been a time when the city needed its gates, but I don’t 
think anyone remembers it. Still, they’re large, heavy iron things moved by 
gears and chains and noisy motors. Not tougher than pyraship armor, so I 
know our guns can handle them. But it’s not like I can just barrel through, 
even in the beastly Krashmobile. 

I check my controls to make sure the jump jacks are green. 


“Coming in range, Barley,” I say. Not that his HUD won’t tell him that. 
I just need to talk. “Watch the guards. Careful where you shoot. And... 
now!” 

The big guns fire straight ahead and hot power lances into the old iron 
doors. Barley holds the first pulse for a long moment, risks overheating 
them, draws the bright beams in a line from the ground going up. Carving 
us a hole. 

The guards, mostly doggos, scramble away, yelling and barking at each 
other. There aren’t any weapons on this side of the gate to fire back. 

Barley uses the second blast to finish cutting iron and two huge iron 
slabs fall away, slagged at the edges. It’s just enough space for the van. 

We shoot through as I punch the van’s jump jacks to hop us up onto the 
meter thick slabs. These jacks aren’t really made for vehicles this big so the 
jump is pitiful, but it’s enough. We slam onto hot iron, then skip down to 
the road outside the city wall, abusing the van’s shocks terribly. 

Guard dogs fill the portal behind us but don’t give chase. Most likely no 
one thought any dissidents would escape, so they don’t have any orders on 
this. And if there’s one thing the brainwashed can’t do, it’s make up their 
own orders. 

Barley scoots up front again and we careen down the old, weathered 
road into the wilderness. 

The irony of a rabbitgirl fearing the wilds is not lost on me. We all left 
something behind at the Founding, and of course what we gained was great. 
More ease, and louder, flashier joys. Less bloodshed. But in between 
shivers on black nights I sometimes wonder what all was given up. What 
things lost that maybe the Lamb didn’t intend. 

They seem like thoughts for the dead of night but the sun’s rising in my 
windshield, so low still that the visor doesn’t even help and sometimes I 
have to use my hand to shield my eyes. Barley’s snoring out the open 
window and I hope he’s okay. Seat’s not drenched in bear blood so - that’s a 
good sign. 

I want to stop soon and get our bearings, figure out what’s next. Just a 
few more miles though. 

It’s flat out east of Life City. Tall, spindly agribots tend vast golden 
fields of grain and lush grazing fields for the livestock. The main highway 
is well kept but the side roads are mostly dirt. The bots don’t use ‘em, 
instead send the shipments off by hovercar. 


The fields end at low, rocky hills that gradually smooth into rolling 
green bubbles and vanish into endless forest near my horizon. Now that 
I’m out here for the first time, it looks really nice - not dangerous at all. I 
know inside that’s not true though. Foul beasts lurk, even in the daytime. 

I scope a high, grassy hill and pull off the highway, power up the 
incline, and perch out hefty van at the top. Should give a nice view of the 
surround so I’ ll see if anyone’s coming. 

Barley stirs and swings his big muzzle around to look at me groggily. 

“Made it,” he yawns. “Sorry I fell asleep, Saqi.” 

“No, it’s good, Bar,” I say. “How’s the gash?” 

I pull off my seatbelt and slide out the driver’s door, stretch my arms 
and legs like I’m praising the sky. 

Barley looks down his body and touches the spot where the jag cut him. 
His fur’s matted with blood but I don’t see the pink of a wound anymore. 
Juice doing its job. It’ll take a lot, but this is the kind of thing you save it 
for, when you know you’re going to be in battle. My cuts are healing too. 

“Better,” Barley says. “Just aches a little.” 

I close my door and slap a hand on the Krashmobile’s warm hood. Heft 
myself up and nod at Barley to join as I hop up onto the roof and perch on 
one of the turrets. I pet it absentmindedly while I gaze down toward Life 
City. 

Barley joins me soon after and stares with me in silence for a while. 

No pursuit now means no one’s coming. The Juice 2 cult didn’t get what 
they wanted - our submission - but they got the next best thing. I have to 
wonder if anyone else got out. 

“So what now, Saqi?” Barley asks. I get the feeling he’s got an idea, but 
he knows I’m always quick on the draw and is being polite. 

“T barely know, Bar,” I tell him. I’ve been focused on the wilds, not the 
city. What can we do, anyway? 

“We have to go back,” he says, waits for my word. For once I stay quiet. 
“When we’re healed, when we have a plan.” 

“T know.” 

“We can’t just let this weird cult take the city.” 

“You’re right.” 

“Even if it means going down.” 

“Blaze of glory,” I say. 

He studies me a moment, then nods and watches the plains with me. 


“You don’t think this is it, do you?” he asks. 

“What? The end?” I ask back. 

“Yeah. I mean, He said things would look bad. Endless Earth would 
crumble. Juice and love would both dry up. I gotta say, Saqi, this looks 
pretty close.” 

“Tt does,” I say. I don’t want it to be that. Lamb said it would come, but 
I don’t want it to be now, even though I know something better’s waiting on 
the other side of tragedy. 

“But even if this is it,’ Barley says, still just thinking out loud, “you 
don’t just flee. You don’t just leave everyone to a dark fate. You try, right? 
You act like you don’t know what the future holds, ‘cause you dont.” 

I love my philosopher bassist bear. He’s the kind of guy you just know 
the wheels are always turning in their slow, strong way, even if he doesn’t 
always share what they’re cranking out. 

“That’s what I’ve been thinking, too,” I say. I just haven’t had the time 
to draw the details. Fleeting thoughts, half-glimpsed realizations. 

“Even if there’s nothing to do, no way to win, we have to pick 
something to try, and try it,” he says. If he hadn’t already convinced 
himself, he has now. 

I need no convincing. All we have to do is figure out what to do. 

The deceived folks of Life City aren’t like the droves of catbots that 
come with an incursion. They have hearts, souls. We can’t just smash our 
way through to the Chimera and end him. 

I remember something I’d thought of days ago. The whole thing’s been 
like an infection. Seems like it came up fast, but it must have started slow, 
to be this sneaky. Mr. Sakred found the weak cells first, planted those first 
lies dressed like goodness and got mals hooked on his Juice. 

He gained a foothold, confidence, built a stronghold, right under our 
noses. A little sip here, a word of skeevy encouragement there. Things can 
be better than they are. Did the Lamb really say to only trust His Juice? No, 
no, no, that can’t be what He meant. Look, this stuff works better, just trust 
me and try it. That’s right, now bring in everyone you can. We’re going to 
change the city! 

And before we knew it, everyone’s got a fever, an inkling to push, then 
an impetus toward violence. We’re deep in the sickness now. 

“How do you kill a virus?” I say. 


I can tell Barley was thinking along the same lines as me when he says, 
“You attack from the inside, just like it does.” 

Medicine. We’d talked about it before. But what’s the medicine? 

Some things, not even Juice heals, at least not on this side of Destiny. 

So we rest, and talk, take turns keeping watch so the other can sleep in 
one of the long seats inside the van. Reminds me of prepping for All Year’s 
Festival, living in the van and on the stage. I miss Nuts and Zealot. I hope I 
can get them back. 

Sunset looms and we haven’t thought of anything yet. We’ve talked in 
circles, knowing what needs done but not knowing how to do it. 

We chow on salty snacks from the snack box in the van. Real fancy 
dinner. Then we lay back on the van’s roof and watch the sky darken, watch 
the stars come out, and pray for answers. 

Barley nods off after a while and I keep trying and failing. 

I catch one little shooting star in the eastern sky and smile. That’s when 
I hear the drums. 


8 Gypsies 


I KNOW THIS BEAT, BUT my brain won’t cooperate and name it. I’m so 
focused on recognizing the beat that I don’t realize what’s more important 
about hearing it way out here. 

Mals. 

There are mals out here, and they aren’t feral - at least not completely. 
They wouldn’t be playing music. 

Barley startles next to me, groans, then gasps a breath and bolts upright. 
His ears perk up and his huge nostrils flare. 

“Bacon Jelly?” he asks himself. Turns his head to listen closer, starts 
humming a low string of notes in his brassy baritone. His paws twitch, he 
Starts to air-guitar. Then his eyes blow wide open. 

“Bacon Jelly!” he screams in my face. 

I’m stupefied until my brain catches up. Maybe I’d been sleepier than I 
thought. 

“Bacon Jelly?” I shoot back, as if there’s any sense in confirming the 
odd combination of words. “We haven’t played that song in...” 

Then my dumb brain makes the connection. The beat. It’s from one of 
the stupidest, most fun songs we ever worked up. Played it so much we got 
tired of it and shelved it for a while. All of us got weary of it but - 

“Zealot!” I scream. 

I don’t want to get my hopes up but this really can mean only one of 
two things. Either some nomads living out here know one of our old songs, 
or Zealot’s out there, somewhere within a few miles at most. I guess a third 
option is that it’s a total coincidence, but I don’t believe much in those. 

“Zealooooooot!” Barley roars with me. “Coming from the north, toward 
the forest,” he says. 

I agree. Now that I’m focused in that direction I think I can see the glow 
of a campfire, maybe some silhouettes of unnatural shapes against the 
dabble of trees. 

“Gotta check it out,” I say and roll off the van’s roof, land on the grass. 

Barley gets down a little slower but soon we’re both in the van and 
strapped. I pull back onto the highway, throw the van’s brights on and head 
north. I roll the windows down so we can follow our ears too. Soon we hear 
the sound of music joining the drums. 


We lose the glow of the camp a few times behind hills, but the highway 
points right at it so we forge ahead. It’s only about a mile before we crest 
the highest hill and catch sight of the camp, arrayed in a bare spot just off 
the side of the road. 

Rustic looking wagons painted with bright colors, the whole line bent in 
a half-circle. A massive bonfire and mals of all kinds gathered around it 
strumming strings, blowing horns, fluttering fingers across flutes, and 
banging drums. 

Among the drummers, a turtle that I know very well. He’s surrounded 
by a primitive but extensive set of drums, showing everyone how it’s done. 

I slam on the brakes, park the van and don’t even bother turning it off. 
Some of the revelers shield their eyes against the headlights. 

I tumble out of the van and run to my old friend’s side. He sees me 
coming - he’s been watching the van for a few moments, and gives me that 
big, dumb, bright smile you only get out of Zealot every now and then. 

I tackle him and he yells, “Hey!” as his sticks clatter to the ground. 

I squeeze him and kiss his bald, green head, then hop off him and help 
him up. 

“Dude! Where have you been?” I demand. 

“Been here, Sagi,” he says, like it makes perfect sense. 

“We thought they got you!” I say. I’m trying not to spit in his face as I 
express my excitement. 

He gives me a dubious look. “You really thought I’d drink the stuff? 
Sagi, you know better.” 

I should have, I realize when he says it. There’s a reason we call him 
Zealot. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye before I snuck out,” he says. “It 
happened on patrol.” 

I take a deep breath of understanding and nod. Again, I should have 
known. All of us - everyone in Life City - is deputized, but Zealot’s one of 
the night owls. Even after a show he likes to hit the streets and look for 
trouble. You don’t find much these days, but like I said before, not everyone 
there is perfect. 

“Couple hedgehogs were guzzling their Juice 2, not just sipping,” 
Zealot says. “I could tell it was making them loopy. This mink comes along 
and they start hassling her, so naturally I drop down and bash ‘em. Just a 
little bit.” He grins, then frowns. “I didn’t know they had friends around the 


comer. Seven friends. Needless to say, I didn’t win. They talked about 
taking me out, but someone said something about how ‘He won’t want us to 
go that far yet,’ and so they carted me off to the city wall, pitched me over 
and said smell ya later.” 

Barley joins us during the exchange and pats Zealot’s shiny head. 

“Glad you’re okay, buddy,” he says. “So then you found these 
gypsies?” 

Zealot laughs. “They’re not all gypsies,” he says. 

I look around. You can tell which of them are mals who either left the 
city or got thrown out. None of us from the city are exactly soft beneath the 
fur, but we look cuddly in comparison to the mals who clearly live out here 
full time. 

There are several species here, just like inside the wall. They’ve got 
clothes, food, transportation, pack animals. A culture. Right now, I can see 
some elders ringing one of the big campfires and telling stories to the cubs. 

I realize then - I’ve got so many questions. 

Just like spooks and monsters and unknown hazards, nomads are 
something that occasionally comes up if anyone bothers to talk about the 
wilds, but they’re not something you really thought was possible. Yet here 
they are. 

They survive out here. They look hard, but hale. From their music you 
can tell their hearts are as warm as your own. How do they survive, and 
why? 

I suppose the Lamb never said we had to keep to the city. In fact... 

Own the Endless Earth. Tread the whole thing. 

How easy it is to forget small, simple commands like that. So, what 
convinced us to keep to the city all this time? 

Zealot reads my thoughts. 

“You’re wondering about the gypsies, aren’t you?” he asks. “Come on, 
let’s talk to Ma.” 

Zealot gets up and grabs his sticks, tucks them into his belt. 

“Aww, Zel,” says a turtlegirl holding a guitar. I raise my bushy brow. 
“One more song?” 

Zealot grins over at her. “We’ll do more than one when I come back, 
babe. Wait till you hear these two wail.” 

This pacifies her. She sees me looking and I send over a wave that she 
returns with a cute little smile. 


Me and Barley follow Zealot away from the fires and Bar leans in 
toward my ear. 

“Zel’s got a girl?” he whispers. 

“Bout time,” I say back. Fast drummer, fast driver, but not so much in 
other arenas. 

There’s a really ornate wagon up ahead, something that looks like it was 
built well, a long time ago, and kept up nicely. Carvings of animals, plants, 
organic patterns and many creatures I don’t recognize adorn the walls and 
trim. The wagon’s red, fat, round, and cozy. 

Zealot knocks on its door and an old voice says to come in. We do. 

The inside is a tiny, delightful living space with plush furniture and 
warm lamplight. Ma must like to knit — there are colorful crocheted 
blankets and doilies and dolls everywhere. Upon one of those doilies, atop a 
tall, slender table, sits a flask, half full of crimson Juice. 

Ma is as old as I expected, a jolly fat cat with squinty blue eyes and a 
sardonic but pleasant curl to her lips. She rocks creakily in her chair. 
Another older cat who I assume must be Pa works in their tiny kitchenette, 
preparing tea. 

Ma looks up from her knitting when we enter. 

“Ah, Zealot,” she greets. “You found your friends.” 

Zealot goes to her and gives her shoulders a squeeze. You’d think they’d 
known each other for years. 

“T did, Ma,” he says, then introduces us. 

“Mr. Barley barely fits,” Ma observes. 

But Barley finds an open space on the floor and sits so he won’t have to 
stoop. 

“Nice to meet you, Ma,” he says. She purrs gently. 

“Now,” says Ma, looking back down at her paws as she speaks, “Zealot 
has brought you in to hear about us nomads I think.” We nod. “But that’s 
nothing he can’t tell you himself. You’ve already seen what matters — we 
exist. There is such a thing as life outside the city, despite what you’ve 
learned.” 

“But why would —” I start to ask, but Zel shushes me. 

“What I think I'll talk about instead is what needs doing. You’ve just 
fled the city, yes?” she asks. 

“Yes, Ma,” we answer. 


“So now the young beast’s cult is really pushing,” she says. I nod. “And 
there will be more who flee. We must be ready to direct them, if all does not 
go well.” 

Pa crosses the room to us with a tray of clay cups, steaming with fresh 
tea. Smells like mint. There’s one for each of us. 

I take mine, thank him, and inhale. The scent calms my nerves. Then I 
realize Pa had known to make enough tea for five. Ma catches the 
puzzlement on my face and chuckles. 

“Don’t be alarmed, dear girl,” she says. “Sometimes I just know things. 
It’s part of how we survive the wild beasts. Anyhow, let me tell you 
something I haven’t told your friend yet. It’s about the city.” 

“T know,” I cut in. “This is it, isn’t it? This is the final march. Mr. 
Sakred takes over until the Lamb comes back.” 

“Don’t interrupt me, dear,” Ma says, gentle but not to be argued with. I 
clamp my mouth shut. “Maybe,” she says. “Perhaps. And yet what the 
Lamb showed me in a dream —” 

“The Lamb showed —” I start to exclaim, then cut myself off. “Sorry.” 

“Quite alright, Saqi,” she says. “What the Lamb showed me gave me 
hope for your home, as well as for us out here.” She turns toward Barley. 
“The quiet Mr. Barley. Tell me, whenever there is a threat in Life City, what 
happens next?” 

He glances at me as if unsure of the answer, a timid schoolboy. “We, uh, 
deal with it. Everyone stops what they’re doing. We cut out the wrong.” 

Ma nods. “Yes, yes, just as you’d do with a sickness in your body, or a 
sin in your heart. Better to live without a limb than to swim the endless void 
a whole bear.” She’s paraphrasing but I know the verse. 

I see where she’s going with this and have to speak up. 

“But we can’t deal with this the same way,” I say. “We can’t smash 
through our people like catbots, can’t hurt or kill them. It just doesn’t seem 
like —” 

Ma cuts me off, waving a slow paw. I catch a quick glimpse of her 
claws and wonder how often she’s had to use them out here. 

“Just because the tactics are different doesn’t mean you can’t respond 
decisively,” she says. “What if you could remind your people where they 
came from? What brought us up from slightly more than animals to the 
whole people we are today? What if you could alter them back, from the 
inside, just like this young beast has done?” 


“That would be great,” I say, “but how?” 

“The Lamb showed me a place in the city. A little-known temple. I saw 
the engraving above its ancient door. It was called the Monument of 
Return.” 

“T’ve never heard of that,” I say. 

“Me neither,” says Zealot, “and I know all the sacred sites.” 

“Nevertheless, it exists,” says Ma. “And yet, it doesn’t.” 

My typical response to riddles is visible frustration, but I catch Barley’s 
brow furrow. He’s got a clue. 

“I saw everyone coming together,” says Ma, “not to destroy, but to 
build. Not to kill, but to heal. Still, I saw hurt, and death, and I saw many 
old things fall apart. I saw new trees grow where once there had been city, 
and overgrown plots razed and cleared, prepared for new monuments to 
rise.” 

“What does it mean?” I ask quietly. 

“T think that it means there’s a chance. Do not assume the end is here 
because things look bleak, and your once-friends have turned on you. 
Respond to the threat as always. Cut out the evil, and let the Lamb do what 
He wills with what remains.” 

“Tf the time’s come,” says Barley, “there’s no fighting it. But we’d never 
know if we didn’t try.” 

Ma nods at him, smiling like a wise teacher. 

It isn’t like I hadn’t wanted to try something of course, but Ma’s vision 
provides clarity, and a key. Till now I’d only known force, but she’s hinting 
at a subtler way. Gentle as lambs, cunning as snakes. 

“The Monument of Return,” I say. “What do we do with it?” 

“That I did not see,” says Ma. “But I am sure you will know when you 
get there. All I can say is that it is a place of singing.” 

She tells us where it is and I can hardly believe it. Nowhere spectacular, 
just a park near a ramen shop I like to visit every now and then. I’ve never 
seen even ruins there, let alone a monument. But Ma seems sure, and the 
boys all believe her. I think I do too. 

What’s more, if I’m seeing the map in my head right, the Monument 
would form the peak of a perfect triangle with Pyramid Prime and Skull 
Mountain. Destiny. 

Can it really be that easy though? I wonder as everyone takes the quiet 
moments to sip their tea. I realize I haven’t thanked the hosts. 


“Thanks, um, Pa?” I say. “This is really good.” 

He tips his cup toward me and nods mutely. 

“The old tom doesn’t speak anymore,” Ma explains. “Run-in with a 
werewolf.” She gives me a conspiratorial look. “At first I was overjoyed.” 
We chuckle and Pa pretends to frown. Ma sips. “But then I missed it. Pa had 
a yowl that’d make a mouseman’s blood curdle!” 

Pa wears a sly face, hamming it up. 

“Ma,” I say after another sip. “I just don’t understand.” 

“Understand what, dear?” 

“Why are you out here? How can you survive?” 

“It’s not easy,” she says. She sets down her teacup and takes up her 
flask. “We move with the beasts, migrate away from dangerous weather 
patterns. There are... things... you don’t talk about at night, and only the 
Juice sustains us when those come knocking.” 

She lifts the flask to her lips and takes a ginger sip. I gasp. 

Ma sets the flask down and furrows her brow at me, then displays 
understanding. 

“Ah, yes,” she purrs. “Zealot was surprised as well.” 

“More lies,” Zealot tells me, patting the flask on his belt. I notice now 
that it’s emptier than usual. “Or at least misinformation.” 

“People getting comfortable,” Ma says. “Not reading the words.” 

Barley’s lips are puckered in thought. “This is my blood,” he quotes. 
“Drink, he said.” 

I gasp again when I realize he’s right. It’s not like we don’t read that all 
the time, but once the wrong idea gets in your head it can really stick. 

“But... mals go feral,” I say, looking down at my own flask under my 
vest. 

“Do they?” Ma asks. 

I search my memory. Had I ever known someone who had? I feel like 
I’ve read about feral arrests in the paper, but I can’t point myself to an 
example. Now, I can’t even think of where the idea that we shouldn’t drink 
Juice came from. Ma reads my mind again. Is she really doing that? Or does 
it just seem that way? 

“T doubt anyone knows how that business started,” Ma says. “Whispers 
make it spread, and spreading makes it normal. If no one speaks up, the 
change takes. Just like incursions. Just like sin.” 


“T thought about the ferals,” Zealot says, “and I’ve got a clue. It’s not 
that drinking the Juice was too much, that it made them feral. It’s that they 
were already changing. Turning away. Then, when they drink, they’re 
making a good thing bad by using the salvation power for evil. They get 
amped up, zealous for themselves, and hurt someone. Predators get blood 
lust, the rest go rabid.” 

“It’s a good guess,” Ma says, “and probably true, I think. But do you see 
what’s more important here, Saqi?” 

I do, and I’m working through it. 

“This Chimera that talks to people instead of fighting. This quiet beast. 
He or someone like him started the lie a long time ago. Long enough that 
maybe no one remembers anymore,” I say. 

“Exactly,” Ma says. 

“So when do we go?” Barley asks. 

“We’ll need enough people to breach the wall,” I say. “We’ll have to 
hold up out here until they kick more people out.” 

It sounds reasonable but I hate the thought of dozens or hundreds 
getting hated on, hurt, killed while we tarry. 

But Zealot grins and says, “Maybe not, Saqi.” I question with my eyes. 

“The catacombs,” Ma says. I might never have thought of it. 

Life City’s old. There was a time when people got put underground 
when they died. Then the ‘combs were full and the ants blocked all the 
entrances so they wouldn’t have to clean up after urban spelunkers 
anymore. There’d be a way out somewhere though - a weak wall or a crack 
just big enough to squeeze through. 

“Why hasn’t anyone gone yet?” I ask. 

“There aren’t many others, but most of them are wounded still. I was 
just waiting for you,” Zealot says. “Ma thinks it doesn’t matter how many 
we take.” 

“T don’t,” she affirms. “This isn’t that kind of fight. The numbers will 
come when the Monument sings to them.” 

I can’t parse that at the moment. I’m preoccupied with the catacombs. 
What if there are things down there? But I know Zealot and Ma are right. 
Whatever it costs, if we have a way back into the city, we need to take it 
and save as many mals as we can. 

“So sleep first,” Barley says, yawn hollow and contagious. “Then we go 
save the city. Point me at a bed.” 


“Inn’s full,” Zealot smirks. “But you got the van.” 

“Good enough for me,” Barley says. 

He thanks Ma and Pa, then rumbles onto his feet and heads out of the 
little wagon. Zealot follows him out. I take one more sip of mint tea before I 
get up. Ma watches with mild interest while I stand there thinking. 

“Ts this... fate?” I ask her at last. I’m not sure what kind of answer I’m 
expecting. I just haven’t encountered anyone like her in a long, long time. 
My own parents are gone - too brave against incursions, some might say - 
and I didn’t have grandma for long either. Something about having an elder 
take an interest in me just feels right. I didn’t even know I missed it. 

“Tt’s all fate, dear,” she says. Pa nods, sipping his Juice. “What I still 
haven’t wrapped my fat old head around is how He works it all out against 
our choices.” 

“You’re trying to pop my brain, ma’am,” I say. She laughs. 

“You’re a sweet girl, Saqi,” she says. “Come on back after you’ve fixed 
everything and have a cup with us.” 

“T will,” I promise. 

Ma holds her Juice flask out me for a cheers, but when I extend my 
teacup toward her she pulls it back and wrinkles her nose. 

“Oh,” I say and chuckle nervously. I believe what she’s told me. It’s 
surprisingly easy. But it still feels so odd. I take my flask out of my belt and 
look at it. I don’t think it’s ever been less than half full, even after a 
particularly nasty incursion. “Here’s to fate and surprises I guess.” 

We clink our Juice flasks and Pa joins in, then we all take a sip and say 
goodnight. 


9 Night Thoughts 


CAN’T SLEEP AGAIN. It’s so much quieter than I’m used to, especially 
from all the times we’ve slept in the van. I’m looking up at that weird fuzzy 
stuff that covers the ceiling, laser focused on a burnt spot where Nuts got 
careless with a lit cigar one time. 

Why couldn’t she have been out here? Why’d she have to drink the 
Juice 2? She should have known better. I know she does. We’ve known each 
other the longest out of anyone in the band. 

Nuts was in the same school group as me when we were kids. Class of 
mostly mammals, but no one else had as much energy as the two of us, so I 
always got a kick out of her. Eventually we made friends. She’s a tough 
cookie sometimes. Stubborn, won’t sit still. Hard time sharing, whether it’s 
something inside or out. 

The time that really made us solid, she’d almost got in a fight with a 
birdboy over something silly I can’t even remember. It was the bird’s fault 
though, I remember that. Teacher happened to be birdboy’s mom. Bad luck, 
Nuts. 

Mommy quashed the fight and Nuts got the corner. She had to stay 
sitting inside for recess, and I felt bad, so I stayed with her. Teach didn’t 
stop me. 

We didn’t talk, she didn’t thank me, it just was what it was, and after 
that we were inseparable. So why now? What would she do if she saw me 
with my old crimson flask? 

I wonder what I could have done so she wouldn’t turn away from us. 

Maybe what happened to Zealot happened to her, except she’s on the 
west side of the City. Are there gypsies over there too? But even as I think it 
I know it’s not true. I love Nuts, and she’s mostly good, but she’s flighty. If 
any of the four of us were going to cave to the pressure, it would have been 
her. 

My stomach turns and I frown at the ceiling, fuzzy and grey like my 
missing friend. We’ve got to find her, and I’ve got to save her. 

And who knows? 

If we can get Nuts back, maybe we can get some others back too. 


10 Monument of Return 


WE CATCH UP WITH ZEALOT on the way to the catacombs entrance. 
We’re jouncing along an old dirt road, Barley at the helm, me on shotgun 
and Zel in the center bench. Delicious pink-orange light’s washing over the 
horizon, painting the farmbot fields hopeful. 

Zealot doesn’t have all that much to tell, which is normal, but he’s 
really, really happy. Not that he was a moper, I’ve just never seen him like 
this before. Power of love. 

So Zealot had gotten tossed over the wall and wondered around for a 
half day or so. He was afraid to head too far east of the city, but then he saw 
the dust of the gypsy wagons and heard their road songs echoing off the 
rocky hills. 

He reasoned that anyone singing free and loud out in the wild had to be 
good people, so he struck out to catch up to them. 

That was when he learned that others had already gotten picked up. The 
gypsies knew something odd was afoot and had been patrolling for days 
now. Ma had known that their time to help the city had come. 

“T think I might go back,” says Zealot. After meeting his sweet thing, 
I’m not surprised. He sees my shallow grin and wrinkles his lips. “Not just 
because of Sandy,” he says. “I like the fresh air. And I want to see all 
they’ve seen. I don’t think the Lamb meant us to stay in one place all this 
time. I think we got too comfortable.” 

“But you’ll come in for shows, right?” Barley asks. 

“Ha, of course!” says Zealot. “We’ll have to figure out a way to keep in 
touch.” 

“Tf you don’t call me,” I say sternly, “I will come after you and knock 
that shiny green dome right in, you hear me?” 

Zealot laughs. “No worries, Sagi. Life wouldn’t be the same without 
you thre...” he stops himself. “You two.” 

I put a hand on his arm, toned and rippling with muscle from all the 
drumming and fighting. 

“We’re gonna get Nuts back too,” I say. 

He looks dubious. I squeeze his arm gently. 

“I’ve decided,” I say. “And so it shall be.” 

He doesn’t argue. 


Later, we close in on the catacombs entrance. It’s just off the road, but 
well hidden. A tall patch of forest hides us from the eyes on the city wall a 
few miles off. Makes me wonder about these old tunnels. They weren’t just 
made to hold the dead, were they? Secret entrances outside the city suggest 
the answer’s no. So someone knew this day was coming. Or there were 
things about Life City’s past we didn’t know. 

Or both. 

We all get out of the van and stand in a row, looking in the sliding door. 

“What do we take?” Barley says. 

Space might be tight in the catacombs. Probably can’t take his big gun. 
Would we even need weapons? I sure didn’t plan on shooting any mals, no 
matter how bad things got. 

“Ma made it sound like the Monument is what matters. Maybe we don’t 
need the guns at all.” Zealot says. 

A stray beam of light glints off the strings of Nuts’s guitar. 

“Tt sounds crazy,” I say, “but are you guys thinking what I’m thinking?” 

They follow my gaze. Barley grins, Zealot grins, and the big bear 
reaches up to the instrument rack for his bass guitar. He thinks for a 
moment, then grabs Nuts’s 8-string too. I’ve got a mini amp and a mic for 
impromptu practice, so I grab that, along with two more minis for the 
guitars. Full stacks would be better, but hey, what you gonna do? 

Zealot’s already got sticks tucked in his belt, but he steals a strap off a 
backup guitar, clips it to one of his snare drums, and straps the thing on. 

“We’re crazy,” I say, sliding the door closed. 

“Absolutely nuts,” Barley agrees. 

Zealot leads the way to a sepulcher, overgrown with vines and caked 
with mold and moss. He grabs the handle of the door to open it, but it won’t 
budge. 

Barley nudges him gently aside and pulls. With a grinding sound and 
the release of millions of irritating and stinky spores, the door comes open. 
Cool air flows out of the underground, smelling not of death but of water. 

We pass through the door and into the dark. I shine the way forward 
with a flashlight from the van’s glove compartment. Steps lead down to the 
floor of the sepulcher, where two pairs of stone coffins rest. The deceased’s 
emblems are carved into stone lids, inlaid with silver. 

A lion, a deer, a lizard, and an emu. No fish or bugs in here I guess. 


The emblems don’t hold much import for me, but I figure they must 
have been somebodies long ago. 

“So, Zel,” I say. “Did Ma tell you how to get in?” 

Zealot shakes his head, searching the walls with his eyes. Barley’s 
running a paw along the cold stone walls. I scowl at the emblems on the 
coffins. My brain itches. 

“What’s that line,” I mutter, “about lizards?” 

Zealot throws a glance my way but says nothing. The quote comes to 
me. 

“A lizard can be caught with the hand,” I start. 

“Yet it is found in kings’ palaces,” Barley finishes. 

“Bar, scoot that coffin’s lid, yeah?” 

He does a double take at me, then screws up his face. 

“Oh, come on,” I say. “The smell’s long gone.” 

The big bear rumbles over to the coffin and paws the lid. He looks at 
Zealot, who shrugs. He pushes the lid aside, stone scraping stone. 

In the coffin, no little reptilian body, no bones. Just a steep staircase and 
even deeper darkness. 

“Riddles in the dark,” I say, then hop over the coffin lid, onto the steps, 
and shine my light on the staircase. It’s a long way down. 

“T would have figured it out too,” says Zealot. Barley chuckles low. 

The farther we go down the staircase, the rougher the walls get. Every 
five feet there’s a recess on either side of the steps with a flat, grimy coffin 
tucked into it. It’s at least three minutes before we hit the bottom of the 
steps. The tunnel turns a corner and my light shines down a long, long hall 
lined with coffins in cutaway shelves. All the coffins are engraved with 
stylized altars or little glyphs for the seven horns and seven eyes. 
Sometimes both. In some places the bones of long dead mals aren’t even 
stored, just tucked into whatever open space was available. 

Felines, canines, bears, turtles, squirrels, lagomorphs like me, even 
lizards. 

It’s unnerving to see all their skulls, empty eye sockets staring back at 
me in the flashlight’s beam. I feel like I’m disturbing them. 

Yet, their quiet seems to cast not a pall but a blessing on the catacombs. 
I sense it more a place of peace and rest than fear or horror. There may be 
feral former friend waiting for us when we get to the city, but down here, 
nothing can hurt us. 


It’s a long march of miles. Only a few zigs and zags of the catacombs’ 
main hall. We ignore all the narrow branching side tunnels as the way 
forward just seems obvious. We only know when we’ve passed under the 
city wall when we come to a pile of not-ancient bricks that looks like it’s 
been recently dismantled. 

All three of us puzzle over that quietly but don’t cease our march. I 
wonder if it’s a trap but don’t have to wonder for long. 

The tunnel bends after the next half mile and after the bend we catch 
sight of a trio of ants up ahead. One glances back at us when the flashlight 
hits it, but it sticks dutifully to its work. They’re clearing out another brick 
blockade. For us? Or is it just coincidence? 

The ants, though obviously smart in a group, are so big and alien to me 
that P’ve always been a little nervous around them. Sometimes they’ ll 
chitter at you but as far as I know, nobody speaks ant. Not knowing for 
certain what they’!l do, we stop and wait for them to finish. No one speaks. 

After a while the ants remove the final brick and flick their antennae at 
each other for a couple moments. Then each picks up a load of bricks and 
vanishes down a side passage without a glance back at us. 

“T’ll never understand them,” Barley says as quietly as he can. For a 
moment his voice echoes down the corridor like the loudest sound under the 
earth. We move on. 

Several times more we encounter the ants, clearing the way for us or 
bustling across the main tunnel on some other business. Not once do they 
acknowledge us, but I start to believe that their assistance is no accident. 

We reach a side passage, a four-way intersection with pillars marking 
the corners. There are old glyphs on the pillars that none of us can read. But 
Zealot stands still on the right-side path, listening. I hear something too. He 
puts a hand on one pillar and says, “This way.” 

We follow. 

The tunnel winds up and around, a gradual slope. It spirals inward, then 
lets us out into a cylindrical chamber with a massive stone pillar at its 
center. I become aware of a low hum, barely audible. 

“Eighteen hertz,” Barley says. “Pushing that lower limit.” 

Any deeper and it would just sound like rapid clicking. 

Apart from the hum, the pillar tells us nothing. The chamber is a dead 
end. 


“So what—’” I start to ask, but Zealot hits the pillar with a drumstick. 
“Zel, it’s not—“ 

But it is a drum, or at least it’s meant to resonate. After the click of 
wood on stone the pillar’s pitch rises. 

“One ten hertz,” Barley says. 

The pitch falls back down but before Zealot can strike it again the floor 
starts to rise, making us stumble. 

Stone grinds on stone and we are lifted above the walls of the round 
chamber. Stratified rock passes by slowly. We rise for a long time. 

Eventually we reach the top of the shaft and the floor grinds to a stop. 
The pillar still hums. 

The cylindrical chamber splits on one side and the walls start to slide 
away. Dawn’s light spills in on us, making me squint. I shut off the 
flashlight and step outside. 

We’ve emerged onto a pavilion in the middle of the very park Ma had 
described. A dozen early morning joggers stop dead in their tracks and gape 
at us. I walk several paces out and look back. 

The chamber has broken through grassy earth and stone pavers, 
uprooting flowers and shrubs and even a few trees. What a mess. Another 
structure has risen around it - a large half-dome of old, solid stone. It looks 
to me like an acoustical shell. A couple of bunny runners are stuck partway 
up the dirt-covered curve. 

Near me, poking up between displaced pavers, is a small set of stone 
pillars like the one in the elevating chamber. I touch one, then another. 
They ring out with distinct pitches, low and high. Zealot rushes over and 
taps them with his sticks. 

I swear that boy never stops tapping. 

“We’ve got to make some noise,” he says. 

Me, Zel, and Barley all look at each other. 

“We’ve got to call them back,” Barley says. 

I grin. 


11 Band Together 


I GIVE BARLEY ONE OF the mini amps. He moves back into the 
chamber and plugs in, pointing the dinky amp at the big pillar. He sets 
Nuts’s guitar aside, unsheathes his own, and straps up. 

Zealot sets his snare on the high frequency pillar and tests out his reach 
to the ones around it. It’s a bit of a stretch but if he moves his body he 
should be able to reach most of them. I laugh when he just kicks the low- 
freq one for a bass drum. 

Two of the pillars sit too far from him and I place the other mini amps 
on these. I plug in my mic. 

I take my flask in hand, turn to my buddies, toast to them, and we all sip 
Juice. I can feel His life in my veins. Then it’s time to rock. 

“Hello, um, park,” I say into the mic. My voice rings out from the 
acoustical shell itself, louder and clearer than it ever has from a speaker. 
“What do we play?” I stage whisper to the boys. 

Barley makes his thinking face. Zel taps his own skull with a stick. 

Then Barley says, “Ah! I got it. Do ‘Late to Work’.” 

Zel nods, bites his lower lip and starts air drumming it. 

I shake out the cobwebs and take a deep breath, then speak into my mic 
again. 

“We are Magikrash,” I say, “and this is ‘Late to Work’.” 

Right before I let loose the song’s signature opening wail, I hear one of 
the joggers say, “Hey, I know these guys.” 

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” I scream - 
melodiously, of course. “I’M LATE TO WORK!” 

Zel drops in with a sick blast beat and Barley sinks his paws into the 
busy bassline. It’s not quite right without Nuts but the sound is beautiful 
and thunderous, amplified by these holy stone pillars and the vault of 
acoustical magic above us. The earth shakes with sonic power. I imagine 
windows breaking somewhere with the alarm call of our song, but there’s 
no way I’d be able to hear shattering glass over this wondrous ruckus. 

“GET YOUR BODY IN THE CAR BEFORE THE BAD GUYS GET 
TOO FAR,” breathe... windup... spin... stomp, “I7M LATE TO WORK!” 

Heads bob among the mals in the park. They’ve got Juice 2 in their 
flasks - they’re taken - but that can’t stop the music’s power. Some things 


command attention no matter what mental state you’re in. 

Then I see a giraffe man look around nervously, turn and bellow 
something to a boar lady, then rush off out of the park. Can’t waste time 
paying him any mind. I put everything into the song. 

The crowd starts to grow. Traffic stops on the road and mals get out of 
their cars. People wander out of apartments and storefronts, cross the street, 
and start to gather in the grassy fields. 

We wrap the first song and Zel calls out ‘Do Right’. That one’s his to 
start so I enjoy the growing crowd’s clapping while he works up the kick 
drum pattern. A syncopated snare fill brings me and Barley in. 

This one’s more melodic and I sing to every mal about doing right. 
We’ve got dancers out there, bobbers, leaners, sitters, moshers. I’m amazed 
that no one’s trying to stop us. Not that I really know what this is actually 
going to accomplish. Right now it doesn’t matter. Right now I just have to 
sing. 

I don’t know if there’s a music store nearby or if someone from another 
band happened to be in the area, but soon a trio of doggos shows up out of 
the blue carrying a drumset. They set it up a piece at a time for Zel, leaving 
his snare as the anchor point, then shoot him the finger guns and trot off to 
listen. 

Real drums really take things up a notch. 

By the time we’re on the third song, ‘Heavy Beauty’, another band’s 
van has pulled right up on the grass and they’re unloading their gear. 
Drums, guitars, PA, the works. The whole band is hedgehogs, and they’ve 
all got crimson flasks. It does my heart good. They set up at a respectable 
distance and watch, air-banding our parts before joining in. 

Our songs are mostly simple. It’s all about power and passion, so with 
an average level of skill, almost anyone could drop in with us for anything 
but the solos. 

The crowd grows. I keep watching for Nuts - my only distraction - but I 
don’t see her. 

“HER BEAUTY’S HEAVAAAAAAYYYYYY! Got its own gravity 
WAAAAAAAATITNTILLLL!” 

And then, she’s there. 

I see her tail first, weaving among the crowd. It always sits higher than 
her head, a flicking beacon of fluff. She excuses herself rudely through a 
line of mals and stops, watching us intently. 


For a moment she looks angry, and I almost mess up some lyrics. My 
voice cracks on a vocal fry. Would she really do it? Would she fight against 
us, join that slick chimera Mr. Sakred? She’s wearing a yellow flask, 
reaches down for it, holds it in front of her. She looks up. 

We lock eyes. 

“HEAVAAAYYYYY! BEAUTAAAAYYYYY!” I dig down deep for 
everything my lungs and heart have got. I hold my friend’s gaze. 

Puzzlement washes over her face, gone as quick as any of Nuts’s 
emotions, and I see her eyes clear. She looks back down at the flask of Juice 
2, shakes her head like she’s offended, then casts it to the ground. 

It’s not my ears but my spirit that hears the glass break. I watch the 
yellow liquid seep into the gaps between stone pavers and grin. 

Nuts dashes to my side and wraps me in a hug that ruins my rhythm. 

“I’m not crying, you are...” 

Barley pauses the bassline long enough to reach down and hold out the 
squirrel girl’s guitar. Me and Zel and the hedgehogs hold the song down 
well enough in the meantime. 

Nuts rushes to plug in at my side, and finally the song sounds right. She 
shreds like she’s been holding the music in for weeks. Her face lights with 
joy. 

I see and feel more Juice 2 flasks hitting the ground. Nuts has started a 
movement. 

More crowd. More bands join in. I recognize a lot of them, and more 
than a few seem to know our songs. 

The whole park is standing room only by the time we hit the last song in 
our set. It must be the whole city hearing us at this point. 

“AND PLL NEVAARRRR LET YOUUUUUU 
GOOOOOOQOOQOOOOO0O0000000000000000000000!” 

The final chord is glorious. The sun itself brightens and the clouds sing 
back to us. Barley slaps his way down the bass guitar’s neck and Zel tears 
through the nuttiest fill I’ve ever heard him do. I punch air with every hit as 
we pound the song home with a series of rising chords that transcend sound. 

“Thank you, Life City!” I shout. “Spill the yellow, drink the crimson!” 
There’s a second of silence before they erupt into cheers and shouts. 

I drop my mic, heedless of its safety, and launch myself into Nuts. 

“You stupid squirrel!” I shout into her fur. I feel her laugh or sob, her 
arms wrapped around me. 


“T’m sorry,” she whispers. “I don’t...” 
But I shake my head into her neck and squeeze. 
“No sorry,” I say, “just music.” 


12 Dethrone 


WE CLEAR THE STAGE for another band to take point. There’s this silent 
agreement that we’re not stopping until the last drop of Juice 2 has been 
spilled on the ground. 

But that giraffe man who seemed perturbed earlier is stuck in my mind. 
Did he turn around and give in to the music? Or is he off to warn Mr. 
Sakred, or trying to round up some trouble? 

The power of the Monument is strong, and it’s working. Mals are 
breaking the spell of Juice 2 left and right. But it had been so sneaky, 
probably flowing in some back-alley fountain for years, visited only by 
some secretive cult. Can the madness go into hiding again? 

I decide now’s not the time to worry. We’re lifting the curse and having 
a blast. That’s what matters right now. 

The concert goes on until dusk. Some of the bands are more holy, and 
better, than others, but everyone’s putting the full weight of their spirits into 
this. We know who uplifted us. We know who saved us. His picture’s on my 
shirt. 

Vendors set up shop and mals buy food and drink. Some really smart 
folks start selling new flasks and soon everyone’s got at least a few drops of 
Juice again. I let people see me drinking it and not losing my mind. We’Il 
get the truth out, bit by bit. 

The glorious concert starts to wind down. 

I’m not really sure when the shift happens, but it’s like a message 
spreads through the crowd and more and more people are on their feet. 
Leaving the park, getting into their cars and trucks and vans. No one heads 
out alone though. It’s like they’re all waiting for something. 

Like we’ve all got one more thing to do. 

All of Magikrash is leaning up against a planter, eating burritos. The 
more we watch everyone else get ready for... something, the more we 
glance at each other, silently asking, ‘are we ready?’ 

“Krashmobile’s out in the wilds,” Zealot says. “I guess we’ll have to get 
a ride.” 

“T got the Dink parked a few blocks off,” says Nuts. 

“But I don’t fit in the Dink,” Barley complains. 

“Yeah you do,” I laugh. 


“T mean, I don’t fit well,” he says. 

“Suck it in, big boy,” Nuts says, and taps his fluffy belly. 

Barley frowns but doesn’t argue any more. 

“Well then, let’s go,” I say and push off the planter. “Don’t wanna be the 
last ones there.” 

We finish our food on the walk and get in the Dink. Nuts’s car is a short, 
ugly blue sedan she got from her grandma. You could fit two Dinks in our 
monster van, side by side. There’s barely enough room in the trunk for our 
guitars. 

I try not to chuckle while Barley squeezes in the back seat. He has to 
roll down the window and stick one arm out. The other one rests behind 
Zealot’s head. The whole drive, Barley shifts and groans. 

By now everyone’s on the move. Stop lights don’t matter, because 
there’s no real traffic. Right now, it all flows one way. A parade winding 
through the city to Pyramid Prime. 

To his credit, Mr. Sakred’s not a coward. I can see him up near the 
pyramid’s capstone from the moment we turn onto the block. Maybe he 
doesn’t know what this is, and he’s waiting to see what happens. 

Everyone parks in the street, stacked, and gets out. We press in around 
the pyramid’s feet. No torches, no pitchforks. Just a bunch of good mals 
released from a spell. 

Sakred decides now is a good time to speak. 

“People of Life City,” he starts, but a chant’s breaking out and the City 
shouts him down. 

“Liar, liar, liar!” 

The call pops up like corn all through the crowd, then ripples and grows 
till everyone is shouting at him. 

“LIAR! LIAR! LIAR!” 

There’s power in speaking the truth. 

And not just saying that you’re truthful, but actually being so. 

It’s undeniable. It causes anger. Sometimes it causes violence. 

But it brings freedom. 

“LIAR! LIAR! LIAR!” 

Still, Sakred’s not stupid. There are no raised hands, no feeble attempts 
to pacify the crowd. Just those calculating feline eyes above that grotesque, 
porcine snout. 


I see him nod to himself, almost imperceptible. He turns and enters the 
pyramid’s capstone through a dark doorway. 

Life City’s chant continues and the crowd presses closer to the pyramid. 

I don’t see many guns, but most people have their melee weapons. Some 
are more effective at chipping away the pyramid’s stone than others. My 
spear’s not much help, so I get to work hauling off chunks people with axes 
and hammers break away. 

Then the ants arrive. 

They’re better at this than anyone. Some climb the sides of the pyramid 
in near perfect lines. Others clear away already broken stone from the 
structure’s feet. 

I don’t know if they’re only responding to our demolition or joining in 
because they know this is what’s needed. The result is the same. 

Pyramid Prime is being dismantled. 

Before the ants reach the capstone, it detaches. A tiny pyramid itself, 
with small but effective engines lifting it into the sky. 

Sakred’s escape pod. 

I suppose we could have killed him. Maybe we should have tried. But 
the spirit of the day is one of life, and I doubt violence was so much as a 
second thought in anyone’s mind on our way here. 

Sakred’s tiny ship shoots off east, disappears over the city wall, headed 
for whatever far-flung place the incursions are staged from. It occurs to me 
briefly that if we’re not afraid of the wilderness anymore, we might seek it 
out. We might learn why those near alien mals want us conquered. We 
might be able to stop them once and for all. 

But today’s work is clear: 

Raze Pyramid Prime to the ground. 


13 All Years’ Festival 


WE THROW ALL YEARS’ Festival at the Monument of Return for 
obvious reasons. The setup is a lot like our pop-up concert from a few 
weeks before, but with one hundred percent less sense of urgency. We’re 
back to our carefree selves. There hasn’t even been another incursion. 

Yet. 

The Fest has bands, booths, artists, dancing, and really good food. 
Sunup to sundown, Life City celebrates the wealth of all the years behind 
and remembers the promise of all the ones to come. It’s one of my favorite 
days of the year, the other being Skull Day. 

I walk past a vendor selling woven goods and look up at the flag she’s 
flying. Seven horns, seven eyes. White wool and a dab of blood at the neck. 

It’s a more reserved, traditional rendering of the Lamb than what I have on 
my favorite shirt or what’s painted on the Krashmobile, but I like it a lot. 

The walls of my apartment are already pretty busy, but I just can’t resist. 
I stop to buy it and thank the weaver-monkey lady. 

It’s good to have these reminders around in my life. The image is 
powerful, keeps me focused on what He did for us. Makes me think about 
what I can do to pass the good stuff on. 

Me and the band had talked a lot about all this since the City united to 
drive Sakred away. Nuts and I chatted the most, staying up late watching 
the stars from the roof of my place. She’d been fooled by the Juice 2, had a 
take on it the boys didn’t. 

“T thought it was the same,” she’d said. “It’s hard to explain. But even 
though I knew it was something new, something different, I really thought 
the source was good.” 

“Because it made you feel good?” I asked. 

“Not exactly,” she said. “It felt like... taking a step further. Going from 
merely understanding to enlightened. Pleasure, yeah, but pain too. I guess 
that kind of made the change seem more real.” 

“T can see that,” I said, “but I have to admit, I was surprised.” 

“T know,” she’d said, and looked down at her long feet, embarrassed. 

We watched the stars in silence for a moment and I watched a far-off 
blue star twinkle. 


“Saqi,” Nuts said, “what if... what if this had been the last attack, 
instead of something defeatable?” 

“You mean, the real end? Apocalypse and all that?” She nodded. I 
looked off in the direction of Skull Mountain. “I’d started to think maybe it 
was, but not everything added up.” 

I looked back at Nuts, waited until I had her eyes. 

“Besides that, I just couldn’t give up. Not on everyone. Not on you,” I 
said. 

“T’m glad,” Nuts said, hint of a smile. I’d never seen her smile that sadly 
before. 

I’d tried to think of something to tell her to make her feel better, but I 
couldn’t. I supposed that not every sorrow was a bad one though. If Sakred 
or something like him came back someday, maybe her heart would be more 
ready. 

I realized that I hadn’t answered her ‘what if’. I don’t think there was a 
very good answer besides to fight till the end, period. She’d let it go 
anyway. 

I approach my friends with an armful of wrapped up rolled tacos from 
one of the food stands, the new Lamb flag draped over my shoulder. 
Tonight Nuts seems in high spirits and it does my heart good. 

Zealot had convinced some of the gypsies to come into town for the 
Fest, so his girl Sandy and a few others are with us. No Ma and Pa though - 
they said they’re too old to party and wouldn’t budge no matter how many 
times I asked. 

Everyone’s dancing, new gypsy moves courtesy of Sandy, and it feels 
like all is right again. 

I pass out the tacos and take my friends in. Yes, all is right. 

But my eyes are peeled. 

My ears are perked. 

Ill be watching and listening for tricks, because I know the wind has 
shifted. This won’t be the last time our hidden foes come after Life City. 
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